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True or False? 


alse ... no, no, it’s true. 

One felt as if the chirpings of birds would be audible in a 
moment. The night would be over. 

Moonlight created rhe illusion of dawn. Lonely, spread-our, 
unknown area. The trees were rransfixed and the roads deserted. 
The breeze was cool, render and light. The illusion of the dawn in 
the sky and on the earth. But the time was midnight. 

Our driver pulled the car to the side of the road, stopped and 
said, “Perhaps we have run our of petrol.” Again, on his own, he 
said, “Buc I had filled up che tank.” 

The light of the car went out suddenly like closing one’s eyes. 
The engine became silent. Hamid checked something under che 
hood wich a torch in hand. All of us got down from the car. 

We two - the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law from che 
back pear and my son Sarat from the front. Sarat went to the driver. 
We two walked on the road. It seemed thar there were no villages 
nearby. No bus or truck on che road either. Bushy forest all around 
us. There could be animals around. Without knowing it we walked 
back co the car. 

Perhaps my daughter-in-law heard the sounds first. She said, 
“People are talking. Can you hear ?” 
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“Oh, yes. Who is moving around in this jungle at this hour ?” 

Then the light from a torch could be seen. We entered the car 
and locked the doors. Sarat and the driver were on their guard. 

Thelight came near us and went out. We were even more scared. 
Someone inquired in Hindi from the bushes, “Whois there?” 

Hamid lit his torch in that direction. They too lit their torch. 
Two shapes could be seen in front of the row of bushes. We could 
also be seen in their corchlight. I shouted, “Sarat, get inside the car.” 

My voice must have been carried to them. They came forward. 
Sarat and Hamid shouted together in Hindi, “Who is there?” 
Somewhat scared, slightly belligerent! 

They came and stood in front of the car. Hamid’s rorchlight 
showed a Muslim with a white beard and a very strong, young 
man. Perhaps they understood. The old man said in clear Oriya, 
“Has the car broken down, Sir? Can we help? This is my son. Just 
check the car, son. He is a good mechanic. Your car will be all right 
ina jiffy.” 

After that, with infinite courtesy, he said, “Till then why don’t 
you drop in at my place for some refreshment? Our house is just 
behind this tree.” 

It was difficult to believe. It was quite odd that someone should 
come out of the jungle around midnight and invite us to his house. 

Sarat said, “Thank you. We will leave if you can help us in 
gerting the car started. We still have another sixty kilometres to go.” 

The old man addressed us as if he understood everything. He 
said, “Oh, so you are an officer. That’s all right. I will send tea to 
this place.” He switched on his torch and disappeared into the 
bushes. The sound was like a wild animal rushing by. 

His son began opening various parts of the car. Sarat and 
Hamid helped him by showing the light. Fear and suspicion left 
our minds like a fever leaving the body. 

Both of us conversed inside the car. But we were ill at ease and 
just queried each other at intervals. “What would be the time now?” 
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“When shall we reach home?” Just out of anxiety, an abnormality 
seemed to hang inside the car in the shape of asking difficult 
questions and not really expecting answers for them. 

A sharp light was again seen from a distance. Perhaps the old 
man had again started out with the torch. We kept looking in that 
direction, our gazes fixed. 

Footsteps could be heard. They came near us. Someone else 
was with the old man. Two people emerged from behind the 
bushes. The other was a twelve or thirteen-year-old girl wearing a 
salwar- kamiz. She had a kettle and four cups in her hands. The two 
of us got down from both sides of the car. By the time I had moved 
around the rear side of the car, Alaka had already relieved the girl of 
the tea cups. Alaka was Sarat’s wife. 

In that light the girl looked fair-complexioned and very 
beautiful. Her teeth resembled the buds of jasmine when she smiled. 
I put my hand on her back and asked, “What is your name?” 

The old man answered from behind, “Nuru, that is Nur Jehan.” 

The girl blushed. She said, “Just Nuru will do. Abba Jaan is 
just a bit too much.” 

We offered tea to Sarat and Hamid. Then, while sipping tea, I 
said, “You helped us out so late at night. You lit the hearth and 
made tea. We gave you a lot of trouble, no?” 

Both daughter and father protested at the same time, “What 
trouble? This is dinner time for us.” 

The old man went co his son and asked, “How long is it going 
to take? Have you located the problem?” 

“No, Abba. Nort yet.” 

“I¢’s all right. You come to my house with my daughter and sit 
there. You will come back when che car starts.” 

Sarat lifted his face and looked at che old man. The old man 
said, “You too come. The driver is here. You come. Why are you 
worrying?” 
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There was something in the girl’s smile and the voice of the old 
man. The three of us walked quietly behind them. Quite a large, tile- 
roofed house could be seen after crossing the bushes. There was a 
boundary wall around the house. Gas light burned inside the house. 
Three women came out as we stepped on the verandah. One seemed 
to be the wife of the old man. Slightly plump, but extremely beautiful. 
] was taken aback by the appearance of the other two - no queen 
could come anywhere near them. 

They greeted us. There was a charpoy in the courtyard. They 
asked us to sit there. They sat down on another charpoy nearby 
and said, “You might not have eaten on the way. You may not want 
to eat what we have cooked. Have some sweets.” 

One of them rose before I could decline the offer. The two 
others were the daughters-in-law of the old lady. The one who 
carried rea for us was perhaps the youngest daughter. That girl had 
been sitting near me on the charpoy. 

“This girl....” 

“My daughter. Nuru, that is....” 

“That'll do. There is no need to say anything else.” 

I wanted very much ro pull that girl into my lap. I put my 
hand around her waist and pressed it a bit. She moved near me. 
How I wished I had a daughter like that. Sarat’s younger sister 
Shobha had died three years ago. Since then, Sarat was my only 
child. 

1 could nor rake my eyes off Nuru’s face. The gas light was 
reflecting from her face. That long and straight nose of hers, long 
eyelashes. Such fair cheeks, forehead and neck. I’d have loved to 
have a daughter-in-law like that. 

1 did not look at Alaka any more. No one could say thar Alaka 
was ugly. Bur she did not have such a complexion and construction. 

The younger daughter-in-law brought some snacks on a large 
plate and pur it on the charpoy. The fragrance of pure country 
ghee. Someone carried a plate for Sarat separately. He was talking 
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“Please help yourself.” 

I picked up a laddu. Quite large. Almonds, pista and raisins 
stuck out from it. I had never eaten such a delicious laddu. Alaka 
also picked something up from the plate. 

“Take this date palm. Very tasty. There are also other dry fruits.” 

Nuru sat just near me. The fragrance of fresh flowers wafted 
from her. She broke into a smile whenever I looked at her. I tried to 
make her eat a date palm. She lifted her dainty hand and declined. I 
held her palm and kissed it. The palm was red like a tender leaf, soft 
like butter. I recalled Nur Jehan about whom I had read along time 
back in history. I thought of Mumtaz and Shah Jahan. This girl 
was fit ro be a queen inside the Red Fort. 

I had no idea when Sarat had come near me. He was calling 
me. Alaka too was standing near me. I stood up. Nuru also stood 
up near me. Before I knew what I was doing, I clasped Nuru to my 
chest. I recovered my senses when I heard someone laughing near 
me. Perhaps Nuru’s mother laughed like thar. 

“Why don’t you take Nuru along with you? If you like her so 
much, take her with you.” 

I was overwhelmed. I looked rowards Sarat and said, “Ill rake 
this girl with me. She will stay with us for a few days.” 

The old man said from the other side, “That’s very kind of 
you. We have nothing to say.” 

This rime it was Alaka who laughed. 

“Oh, come on, mother. What is this? We will come again and 
see her. Nuru, will you come with us?” 

Anyone would have declined the way she asked. Did anyone 
ask that way toa girl like Nuru ? She should be lifted in both palms 
like a flower. 

I ler her go with great reluctance and kepr returning repearedly 
to caress her. Finally Alaka pulled me our holding my hand. 

When I looked from the door of the courtyard, I saw Sarat 
standing there and looking at her intensely. He was talking to 
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himself. Only he knew what he was talking about. But] felt that he 
had been looking at Nuru. 

The car had been roaring on the road. By the time we reached 
there, the young mechanic had left that place. Hamid was closing 
the bonnet of the car. Sarat also came after us. 

I turned back and saw that moonlight still created the illusion 
of dawn. A row of tall bushes. Everything else was quiet and still. 
We all gor into the car quietly and locked the doors. 

Hamid switched on the lights. The road was lonely. He drove 
ahead blowing the horn for no reason out of sheer habit. 

Without others noticing it, the three of us automatically 
looked inside the thickets on the left hand side for some time. 
Perhaps we were expecting that someone would wavea torchlight 
at us from near that house. But we returned our gaze and sat quietly. 

I was the first one to speak, “Sarat, the house of that Muslim 
gentleman was not visible from the road. Could you see it ?” 

“No.” 

“Alaka, could you see it?” 

“No.” 

“Thar girl. How beautiful she was!” 

No one said anything. I felt slightly awkward. Then I thought 
that they were young after all. Perhaps they were feeling sleepy. 

That beautiful face again danced before my eyes. I took my 
palm near my face to smell - may be the fragrance of fresh flowers 
would still be there. Perhaps the smell of those laddus made of 
pure ghee would still be there. I felt that my palms alternately smelled 
of fresh flowers and pure ghee. And then, at times, there was no 
smell ac all. 

Had Sarat and Alaka gone to sleep? Perhaps they had not 
slept. Bur they were also not fully awake. Perhaps they were thinking 
of different things with their eyes closed. 

Were they thinking of Nuru? 

A bit of ghar road appeared. We swayed from one side to the 
other when the car negotiated the curves. The sound of the horn 
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woke us up from our reverie. After some time lights could be seen 
in the distance. 

In another hour the car arrived at our gates. The servant opened 
the gate when the driver blew the horn. All of us passed out on our 
respective beds drowsily. I continued to sleep till late. Alaka placed 
a cup of tea before me when I washed my face after waking up. 
Sarat was getting ready to go out somewhere. I sipped tea and told 
Sarat, “I am not able to forget that Muslim household at all.” Alaka 
took a dig at me, “That Muslim girl has won mother over. She is 
only thinking of her.” 

She smiled slightly after saying that. Alaka was a very nice and 
friendly girl. She made friends easily. She would have looked much 
better had her complexion been fairer. Doesn’t her body 
construction seem a bit odd? .... Perhaps it looked more so today. 
I laughed at myself. 

Sarat came with his bag and stood. He said, “Mother, I am 
leaving. I might be late when I return.” 

Throughout that day Nuru's face haunted me. Sometimes 
she appeared like a daughrer. At times she seemed to be bedecked 
with ornaments to look like a daughter-in-law. 

Alaka used to pass by me smiling while I sat looking vacantly. 
She sat down near me and combed my hair after some time. As if 
trying to win me over, she said, “Mother, let us go to Choudhury 
Saheb’s place in the evening. T hat blue silk sari really suits you. You’d 
wear that. I think... what do you think I should wear? .... You once 
mentioned that that pink silk looks good on me. Does it?” 

Suddenly I recalled that Nuru wore salwar-kamiz of that same 
colour. She looked even more beautiful in that. She would light up 
the house wherever she went. That girl Nuru was fit for a palace. 

“Shall I wear that pink sari or not?” 

I could not tell her, “Yes, wear that. It suits you.” I only said, 
“You wear whatever you want to.” 

I had no idea that Alaka might take offence at my remark. 
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Sarat did not come for lunch thar day. We went to Choudhury 
Saheb’s place. His wife praised Alaka effusively. She seemed 
fascinated by her sari. 

She had a few flattering words for me. Mrs. Choudhury was a 
pleasant person. She made very good sweets at home. That evening 
she brought sandesh and laddus. When I picked up a laddu, I looked 
sideways at Alaka. She laughed a bit ina knowing way. I was longing 
to narrate the previous night’s events to Mrs. Choudhury. But 
somehow I could nor bring myself to do it. Was it because Alaka 
was there or because I did not want to share my priceless experience 
with anyone else? 

Ac that time Mrs. Choudhury asked, “Whar rime did you 
reach home last night?” 

The dam would have broken here perhaps. But nothing of 
the sort took place. Alaka replied, “We were somewhat lace. It was 
two thirty in the morning when we got home.” 

After some time we returned home. 

Sarat returned at nine in the evening. Ordinarily, he sat down 
on the armchair with legs spread and ordered rea. But that evening 
he did not do any of these things. On che other hand, he pulled a 
chair from near the dining rable and came and sac near me. 

As if he was telling me something extraordinary, he observed, 
“You know, mother. Today I paid off the dues of three Muslims. 
The amounts were long overdue.” 

I did not say anything. Then I thought of something and said, 
“You did right. They are all nice people. I feel like going to their 
house again when I recall yesterday.” 

Here I noticed that Sarat felt somewhat disturbed. Alaka 
too kept looking at him with a cup of cea in her hands. Sarat 
hesitated for a while and said, “I will certainly track them down. 
Where could they go?” 

“Who? Who are you talking about?” 

“That Muslim family. There are no villages or houses within an 
area of rwenzy kilometres in that jungle. I asked many people today. 
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Everyone said the same thing. Hamid said, “Saheb, believe me. I have 
driven that way any number of times. There are no houses there. I’d 
have known if any Muslim family was staying there.” 

“Whar are you saying?” 

Sarat continued in the same excited manner, “I asked Hamid 
whether he saw thar old Muslim gentleman and his mechanic son. 
He answered, “Yes, Sir. I saw them all right. But now I think how 
could I see them if no one is there. And I also saw that the mechanic 
only pur together whatever he had opened. The car started after 
that. He hadn’t repaired anything. As far as I am concerned, there 
was nothing the matter with the car. But I cannot understand why 
the engine came co a halt at thar place.” 

In our own characteristic way, the three of us were 
thunderstruck. Alaka moved to the kitchen. I could hear her deep 
sigh. Sipping his tea silently, Sarat was saying, “I will definitely 
track them down”. 

I could feel goose pimples all over my body. I could not fathom 
what Sarat meant by ‘tracking them down.’ I have not been able to 
come to terms with thar in the past twenty years. 

Hamid is still with us. All of us are mentally searching for that 
tile-roofed house in che light of the moon and that Muslim family. 
We miss them. 

Alaka knows whom we miss so much. Bur she is reassured on 
one count. She knows we will never find them. 
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t’s all very profound and hush-hush. There are times when 
snake charmers show a few extraordinary tricks. But those are 
ew and far between. Yet, it’s not possible to rely on either 
snake charmers or God if one didn’t possess a strong heart and a 
simple mind. But people of all age groups in those few villages 
located around that huge hill blindly believe that everything that is 
spoken about Jhampura, the snake charmer, is true. The other day 
he turned into a grey snake and entered inside the crevice of those 
rocks. No one had been able to locate his body on the river bed 
where he had supposedly dropped dead. 

No one knew if he had a name of his own. He had a crop of 
hair on his head like a wild bush and that’s how he got his name. 
Everyone called him Jhampura. He had a jet black but smooth 
complexion. He sported a thin moustache and a pointed beard. 
The pupils in his mesmeric eyes were small. A set of strong and 
white teeth matched his face. He had strong hands and legs. He 
went around bare from his waist up. He wore a cloth around his 
waist that barely hid his knees. There were a few strings of necklaces 
made of assorted things around his neck. He carried a few snake 
cases of different sizes on his shoulders. A bag containing 
countervenom lay on the top box along with the gourd-pipe that 
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he played to charm snakes. He carried a sharp knife and a thin, long 
stick with him. He showed his games with snakes on the village 
streets. If he got an egg from someone, he gave it to the biggest 
snake. If he got another, he took it himself. He gave mice and frogs 
to the smaller snakes. He played on the small double drum in his 
hand as he entered a village. That’s how he kept his body and soul 
together. He was a snake charmer by birth. He put all his earnings 
in the box containing the biggest snake. Who would dare touch 
that box! 

If someone gave him rice, vegetables or something else, he 
tied those in a piece of narrow towel that he carried with him. The 
way he hailed aloud while taking out a snake from its case and the 
way he called each snake by its given name were unique. The five 
feet long creature seemed to spring out with its hood spread even as 
he barely opened the case. 

“Bravo! Bravo! That’s my king; that’s my master! Look act its 
airs! Look at its hood! Sirsand Madams! See how it swings ...! Dammit! 
See how hard it strikes...!” 

Jhampura’s hair swung from one side to the other. He moved 
his left fist in front of the snake daring it to strike. He had held on 
to the lid of the box as a shield for the snake to strike. 

“This is che Conchhead, Sir. There is the sign of a conch on its 
hood. An elephant will fall dead instantly if it strikes once. It’s 
heavier than a five year old child when you lift it.” 

He called the other snakes one after another and pinched them 
on their tails. They opened their mouths and hissed fiercely. There 
were all kinds of snakes. Cobras, vipers, boas, pythons and what 
have you. The snakes moved around at lightning speed. Jhampura 
grabbed them one after another at the same speed. He lifted the lids 
of the cases just enough to let them in. The tame serpents disappeared 
into the darkness. The lids were shut. 

Everyone looked forward ro Jhampura playing on the pipe. 
He showed tricks with the beautiful Champanag, the Champak 


Niories Dmaoredible | 17 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


coloured cobra. He rested on one knee and swung the other knee. 
The snake too swung to the rune of the pipe. The spectators also 
swung from side to side. No one barred his eyelids. Neither the 
snake nor the spectators. 

Coins were thrown on the Champanag. T he village women 
stood with hands folded. They prayed for the barren women to 
conceive. Jhampura stood up with the tame Champanag around 
his neck. He accepted a coin if someone touched Mahadev’s 
necklace with ic and extended it towards him. The elderly women 
pulled our the newly married woman peeping from behind the 
door. “She’s married since a year and a half. She hasn’t borne a fruit 
yet. Let the Champanag touch her. Let her bear a fruit soon.” 

Jhampura stared at the beautiful face for a moment. The 
newlywed was scared witless when Jhampura held the Champanag 
by its head and rail and put the snake around her neck. She fought to 
escape. Other women held on to her rightly. She closed her eyes in 
fright. The Champanag played on the body of the newlywed. She 
broke into a cold sweat. She shivered visibly. Jhampura picked up 
the snake and put it around his neck. “You would be caressing your 
grandson at this time next year, Ma’am”, he said and moved away. 

A snake has poison in its mouth but nectar in its tail. Old wounds 
healed up when the rail of a snake was rubbed on them. If pus flowed 
from someone’s ear, one only had ro push the rail of a snake inside the 
ear to heal it. People harassed Jhampura forall kinds of ailments in this 
manner. They were healed because of their own faith. Jhampura was 
no ordinary snake charmer! He had nectar flowing from his fingers. 
He only had to touch someone and the person would be whole again. 
He had mastered the serpent’s lore. He knew the art of taming them. 
Snakes got down from the trees and came out from beneath the rocks 
when he called them. They could not move if he cast a spell on them. 
Jhampura’s countervenom cured the worst kind of snake bites. He 
summoned the culprit when the situation was beyond his control. 
The snake put its mouth on the woundand sucked out its own poison. 
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The onlookers were amazed. A few nonbelievers said that he played 
these games with his tame snakes. But this was dismissed by the 
common folks. They saw the approaching snake with their own eyes. 
They saw the poison losing its effect. Whar did the nonbelievers know? 
After all, Jnhampura had mastered the serpent lore! 

Jhampura took rest on someone’s verandah when his games 
were over. He smoked a handmade cheroot. A few men and women 
usually surrounded him at such times. They asked him several 
questions. Mostly, women kept staring at him. His smooth, jet 
black body. Strong physique. Wasn’t he more like a beautiful, well- 
built, black cobra? It was difficult to move one’s eyes away from 
him. But they were scared stiff of him. My God! It was not wise to 
take chances with him. He was a snake charmer after all! He had 
mastered the serpent’s lore. Whar was the difference becween a 
snake charmer and a snake? 

“How do you tame such dangerous animals?” 

Jhampura laughed, baring his ceech. He didn’t say anything. 
He smoked on his cheroot. Someone else volunteered, “He is from 
a family of snake charmers. What could a snake do to him? Snakes 
are his family members.” 

“Jhampura has countervenom flowing in his system. 
Countervenom is even more fatal than the venom of a snake. Any 
snake biting him would leave its poison in his system but suck out 
the poison from Jhampura’s body. It will die instantly.” 

Jhampura furrowed his brows. The ends of his moustache 
seemed to twirl. But he didn’t smile. He didn’c say anything either. 
His eyes flashed momentarily like the flicks of alightning. He stared 
straight at the men. He glanced sideways ac the women and moved 
his eyes away towards the village street. 

“Jhampura, why don’t you say something? Say something 
for our benefit.” Jhampura exhaled his breath with a whistling 
sound. Everyone was stunned for a moment. A similar sound was 
heard from che case ac che boccom ac the same moment. Everyone 
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was scared stiff. They shivered from head to toe. That five foot 
long Conchhead had made that sound. 

Jhampura smiled and looked around him. He said, “We talked 
to each other in the language of the snakes. The snakes have their 
own languages. They are different from each other. I’m with them 
from my childhood. I know their language.” 

He fell quiet. Everyone else too remained awestruck. 
Jhampura was, without doubt, extraordinary. 

He continued again, “All animals have hands and legs sticking 
out of them. If those were removed, what remains is a snake. Even 
God cannot do anything more beyond that. Is there another animal 
as beautiful as the snake? It is like a child when it sleeps. It turns into 
a ravaging fire when it gets angry. It is soft under normal circumstances. 
Rub it the wrong way and its hardness gets manifested.” 

Everyone had been staring at Jhampura without batting an 
eyelid: A few of them even gulped out of anxiety. What was all this 
he was talking about? 

“The snake sleeps, wakes up, eats, drinks, gets angry and 
appreciates affection showed to it. It feels warm when one clasps it 
to his bosom and feels heavy like a baby. One summer ....” 

Jhampura took a pause after saying that. He was perhaps 
reminiscing about what had happened ten years back. He was a 
young man at the time. 

“.... The river flowing near Pitapur had dried up ar the time. I 
had put my cases aside and slept in the open on the river bed. The 
poison of the tree will get into one’s system if he slept under a 
tamarind tree during the night. It will enter the body through the 
breeze and choke him. T here’s no remedy for that poison .... I had 
sleptin the open on the river bed. I woke upall of a sudden. All the 
snakes inside the cases cried out to me and woke me up. I could see 
a young and strong cobra in the faint moonlight. It was circling 
around the small case and striking it with its hood. It was looking 
for a way to get inside ....” 
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Jhampura’s eyes narrowed. He smiled slightly and lowered 
his face. Then he said, “I knew immediately why it had come. I had 
caught a female cobra a few days back. I had thought of showing 
the mating of cobras to people. The young cobra had come to the 
female. He could smell the female in the breeze. All the snakes 
inside the cases could also smell the cobra. They wanted me to 
drive it away. That’s why they cried out and woke me up.” 

Everyone was agog to find out what Jhampura was going to 
say next. He sat with a quizzical smile on his face for some time. 
Then he took a deep breath and said, “I didn’t seize that cobra. I 
lifted the lid of the case of the female cobra. The two of them hit 
their tails on the ground and slithered away in their own style.” 

A story came to an end. Jnampura finished it in his own style. 
For some reason though, everyone felt sad. Even Jhampura sighed. 

Everyone took a pause in that faint moonlight. The cobra 
and its mate went their own way. But why did these people sigh? 
Why did they feel sad? 

The oldest man of the village was the first to recover. He was 
pretty old and held in high esteem by everyone. He still retained 
the heat although there was no fire left in him. He said, “Did that 
cobra come of its own accord to be captured or had that female 
called it? Why did you let it go?” 

Jhampura glanced act him as if he was a child who didn’t 
understand the intricacies of life. What indeed would he know 
about the world of snakes! Jhampura patiently explained, “A cobra 
acts that way when the poison inside it overflows. The gods would 
be angry if it was captured and put inside a case at such times. Trees, 
plants, animals and birds would get angry. Air and water would 
turn poisonous. Cobras cannot mate inside a case. They would 
mate ata place of their own choice. Only a fortunate few get to see 
such a scene. It is indeed a blessing to see that. Covering cobras with 
a new cloth at the time of mating brings good fortune to a 
household.” 
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One of the women who seemed to know a few things 
concurred, “Tut, tut, it’s true.” 

“What do you do when the cobra inside your case overflows 
with poison?” someone asked. 

“I milk ic. It doesn’t like thar. It turns restless. Then it goes 
to sleep.” 

“The snake is a dangerous animal because of its poison. It 
has earned the epithet of ‘poison holder’ for this reason,” 
someone else remarked. 

Jhampura glanced at the interjector momentarily and lowered 
his eyes. For a while, he debated whether to cut the speaker down 
to size. He spread his hood and stared at him. There was fire in his 
eyes. His face seemed to be swollen. But he regained composure 
and said softly, “The snake is a gentle animal. Why should it be 
dangerous? It lives in its own way in its own world. It fights only 
when it is provoked. It looks dangerous only at such times. All 
animals are like that. And that includes human beings too. 

“The snake contains both poison and nectar. Everyone has 
poison in some measure. There is no animal without poison. 
Everyone has been born out of poison. Human beings, animals, 
birds, trees ... everything. The sap flowing from a tree is poison. 
The honey generated by flowers is poison. The saliva of human 
beings, tigers and birds is poison ... that comes and goes. They are 
all born from out of it. 

“Snakes have poison. All snakes have poison. Everyone has poison. 
Each of us has poison in his system. One cannot know about it until 
the poison takes effect. Everyone is not affected by all kinds of poison. 
There are so many kinds of fruits. Some of them are poison for human 
beings; some others are as good as nectar. It’s not che same for other 
animals. The saliva of the snake is neither poison nor nectar. But it can 
be poison for some and nectar for others.” 

Everyone had been listening to Jhampura. They could 
understand some of it and failed to understand the rest of what he 
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said. But everything he said seemed to be unique coming from a 
master snake charmer in his own language. 

Jhampura seemed co be somewhat possessed. He had been 
gazing in one direction with unseeing eyes. He seemed ro be talking 
to himself, “There’s charcoal, there’s poison. Human beings would 
die if they drank its fumes. The sun is raining poison. The 
complexion would turn dark, the body will burn, and the person 
would gasp for breath! The moon contains poison. One would 
forget sleep in that heat. The blood will boil. There’s poison in 
rain. Boils would erupt when it rains. 

“There are different kinds of poison, Sir! There’s young 
poison and old poison! There’s male poison and female poison! 
Some will burn you like fire, some will choke you like smoke. The 
poison of the python spreads throughout the human body just as 
fire spreads in a haystack. Poison is neutralized by countervenom 
just as fire is doused by rain. It recreates the burnt objects just like 
new grass sprout. This is the game played by poison and nectar. 
Two sides of the same coin!” 

Jhampura sar still for some time. Then he seemed to recover 
from his reverie all of a sudden. The snake cases stood below che 
verandah. Men and women stood still on che village street, staring 
at him. 

Jhampura moved his limbs. Everyone blinked. They heaved 
a sigh of relief. Was Jhampura just a snake charmer? Did he move 
from one village to the other showing his games only co earn a 
living? No, no, he was something else! He had mastered the serpent 
lore after all! 

The oldest man of the village had been seeing Jhampura and 
his games for several years now. But Jnampura had never revealed 
all these things earlier. Happily, he took out money from his purse 
and threw it on the verandah. Others roo did che same. 

Women brought snacks and cakes for him. They brought dry 
stuff co him as a snake charmer was not supposed to ear rice and 
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curry cooked in others’ houses. Jhampura had spread his cloth on 
the verandah. A girl from the other street had some time slipped 
away to her house. She came back running, holding something in 
her palms. She was about ten or twelve years old and she had a stock 
of unkempt hair. Her eyes shone. Sweat glistened on her forehead. 
Shewas exhausted because of the running and was breathing heavily. 
Her mouth hung open. She extended six fresh, light pink eggs in 
her light pink palms towards Jhampura. As if she was making an 
offering of flowers to the gods. 

Jhampura showed his pleasure in a strange way. He held the 
girl by her palms and looked at her. He took the eggs from her palms 
and neatly arranged them one by one on the verandah. He caressed 
the palms of the girl softly. One would think the girl had won over 
Jhampura by giving him six eggs. One felt that Jhampura got what he 
was longing to get. His dry branch seemed to put forth new leaves 
and buds. Did someone become so happy just on getting six eggs? So 
many things had been given him. So many people had given money. 
But Jhampura simply loved eggs. His snakes too loved eggs. What 
was the difference between a snake and a snake charmer? Didn’t 
Jhampura look like a black cobra himself? 

Jhampura drank in the fishy smell of the eggs. A few women looked 
into his eyes. Who knew what went through their minds? Did some of 
them think that thar thin dark girl also smelled fishy to Jhampura? 

The heavens did not fall on the carth because Jhampura removed 
the eggs from the palms of the girl ever so gently or because he softly 
caressed her palms. Even then, the inconsequential event seemed to 
be unique to some people present there. 

Someone volunteered, “This is Marua, daughter of Nidhia Bhoi. 
Her father has expired. A snake bit him about five years back. Dhani is 
her mother. She struggles to earn aliving. She has a few chickens.” 

Jhampura looked at the fatherless girl again. He caressed her 
cheek with his left palm. Everyone had been staring. The people 
thought that Marua would grow a hood with the warmth received 
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from Jhampura’s palm. She would turn into a female cobra and 
enter inside one of the cases even as they looked. It was not beyond 
him. He was a master in his art! 

But nothing of the sort took place. Jnampura picked up his 
load of snakes in the afternoon and went to the grove beyond the 
village. He would have gone to the next village after a while. People 
in the village came to know in the evening that Marua attained 
maturity and was now ready to be given in marriage. She would not 
come out of her house for the next seven days. Women of the village 
looked at each other as if to say that they knew it was going to happen. 
One of them spoke out loudly, “That snake charmer is like that. 
Flowers would blossom on a dry branch if he touched it.” 

New clouds started floating on the hill. It started pouring. The 
fields were flooded. Water entered the holes of the snakes. Snakes 
roamed outside. Frogs too roamed around. Chicks hatched in birds’ 
nests. Mice scurried around everywhere. The snake charmers captured 
huge cobras and shut them up in their cases. 

But everyone looked for shelter in that rain and storm. That 
Pitapur - the hill was on one side and the river on the other. About 
ten to twelve families of snake charmers lived at the foor of che hill, 
a bit away from the village. Jhampura lived there too. No one 
showed games with the snakes any longer. They earned their living 
by showing other games. They caught cobras only to sell them in 
the city. Apparently, there was a lot of money in it. There were 
merchants who purchased the skins and poison of snakes. 

Only Jambu Uncle had reared a python. He would be about 
the same age as Jhampura’s father. He didn’t have a case large enough 
to hold it. Its tail was getting bent because of the small case that 
housed it. Jambu used to steal a chicken every fortnight to feed the 
snake. His expenses on country liquor and tobacco could be taken 
care of for a few days only if he would sell the python. But he got 
angry if anyone advised him ro sell the snake. He would burst into 
tears to think that someone might rake his python away. He shared 


his grief only with Jhampura. 
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Jhampura gathered small crabs from che fields when it drizzled. 
He grilled them on cinder and rook with a pinch of salt along with 
rice. He gave mice and frogs to his snakes. 

Bur it was plain to see that he was different from the others. He 
loved being all by himself. He never went near women. Binda, the girl 
who showed games with bamboos, had an eye for him. She used to 
take liberties wich him at times. She once came and stood in front of 
Jhampura’s house at midnight. She peeped inside his house through a 
gap and found him swaying from one side to the other like a cobra. She 
ran away in fright. If anyone talked about Jhampura after that, she said, 
“He’s a bloody tantric. He is a neuter without feelings.” 

Others heard about it. Someone said, “Jhampura is not like 
us. He has roamed in the deep woods. He has found the perfect 
guru for himself. He’s a real snake charmer ... knows abour the 
serpent lore. He would burn anything if he wished. He can make 
things disappear at will!” 

Even then, Mangu, another snake charmer, had wanted to get 
his daughter Jhuli married off to Jhampura. Jhuli was young and 
vivacious. When she walked on the tight rope with a bamboo in 
her hand for balance, people gaped at her. Mangu used to play on 
the clarioner and pick up the coins thrown on the ground by rhe 
spectators. He didn’t want to bring Jhuli along with him when a 
zemindar’s son started raking a fancy to her. He decided to give her 
in marriage to Jhampura. 

Mangu glared at the zemindar’s son. He chanted something 
unintelligible and blew some dust at him. He hissed at him. People 
said that one eye of the boy started itching from thar day. It became 
infected with poison. No one could cure him. He became blind in 
one eye. Mangu took Jhuli to Jhampura and said, “Keep her.” 

Jhampura judged him at one glance. He said, “Mangu Uncle, 
this girl is destined to lead a life of luxury. Why should she give birch to 
a few snake kids with me ... disseminate poison? Nothing is certain 
about me. Anything might happen any time. I’m ona one way street. 
I keep playing with snakes. My life might come to an end any time.” 
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He lowered his eyes and said in a very soft voice, “My guru 
has forbidden me to take a wife.” 

Mangu understood. He too was a snake charmer. Jhampura 
was telling the truth. Jhuli had gone co the next weekly market and 
never returned home. She vanished from thar place. She went away 
to Assam with a tribal boy. 

This had happened about seven years ago. No one else had 
tried to entice, capture or entangle Jhampura from that day onwards. 
He has been on his own from that day. 

The rains had still not receded. The winter was yet to set in. 
That was the rime when snakes shed their old skins to acquire new 
ones. Those were the days when snakes remained inert. They waited 
for their bodies to shrink and the skins to come off. Snakes slowly 
slipped our of their skins just as babies came head first from out of 
the mothers’ wombs. They lay still like newborn babies. They 
sucked air to swell. Then they came out of the inertia. The cobras 
with new skins moved around like lightning. They were young 
again. Their teeth were sharper and their poison more effective at 
such times. Their skins too glistened more. 

The snakes in Jhampura’s cases also shed skin. He took a great 
deal of care at such times. He didn’t shout near them. The snakes 
crawled and groaned during the period. They didn’t eat anything. 
They became extremely hungry once they shed their skins. 
Jhampura kept an egg or a mouse or some other small creature 
ready for the occasion. Snakes took a few days to recover fully from 
this state. Jhampura carried his cases co che villages to show his 
games only after that. 

It was spring by the time ic was the turn for Jhampura to go to 
Marua’s village. It was extremely hoc in the afternoon. Jhampura 
entered the village beating his double drum. A number of children 
were following him by the time he reached the centre of the village. 

Jhampura had not carried the small case with him thar day. 
Four big snakes in four big cases were with him. The Champanag 
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was auspicious for everyone. The game started with the Conchhead. 
There was no fun without it. He had taken a young and strong 
cobra with him that day. It had been caught recently. It had still 
not learnt to obey his commands. But the villagers were awestruck 
to see its size, hissing and speed of movement. He had carried a 
king cobra kid with him for the last game of the show. There were 
black bands on the black king cobra. It was eight feet long. 
Jhampura no longer sat on the ground while taking it out of the 
case. Its hood was as high as an average man. How did he control 
such an awesome creature? He provoked the snake even more when 
he found people scared out of their wits. He said, “ This is only a 
kid. It will grow to about fifteen feet when it becomes mature. It 
would no longer be possible to touch its hood.” Phew! What an 
animal! Not for nothing it was a king cobra!! 

This game was unique. It was scary. The children were scared 
stiff. Even the adults felt uncomfortable with fear writ large on 
their faces. The women looked on with distaste. “What kind of 
game was this? With an animal as large as an elephant!” 

Jhampura read everyone’s mind and took out the Champanag 
from its box. He showed games. He put the snake around his neck. 
Everyone was happy. They were even happier as the other three 
large animals had been shut in their cases. Jhampura looked 
handsome and smooth as ever. But he seemed somewhat different. 
People were scared to go near him. It was as ifhe had been enveloped 
by the shadows of that uncontrollable serpent and the peerless king 
cobra. 

Jhampura sat on the same verandah where he had sat the last 
time and smoked his cheroot. No one asked him any question this 
time. He looked here and there with questioning eyes. He looked 
very innocent. An elderly woman said placatingly, “The newlywed 
touched by your Champanag last time is in the family way. There’s 
magic in your fingers. Nectar flows from them. Another snake 
charmer had come earlier. He too had put his snake around her 
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neck. But what could that nincompoop do? He knew nothing 
about the ways of snakes.” 

Jhampura smiled. But he kept looking at the group of 
children. Was he looking for someone in particular? 

The same elderly woman said again, “Do you know? That Marua, 
daughter of Nidhia Bhoi, who had carried eggs for you last time...” 

Jhampura waited eagerly to hear the rest. Women nudged each 
other with a knowing smile. 

“She attained puberty the same day! She doesn’t come out of 
the house much these days. Her mother has forbidden her.” 

Jhampura moved his eyes towards the ground. He exhaled a 
deep breath without anyone being aware of it. Was he thinking of 
the fatherless girl? Why did such a beautiful girl lose her father? 

Why was Nidhia bitten by a serpent? What kind of snake was 
it? Where did it bite him? The animal was like that. The entire 
species would get a bad name because of a few. 

Jhampura was sorry for all the snakes. All of them ran around 
scared. Most of them bit people out of fright. Whatelse did they have 
apart from a head, a mouth and a pair of fangs? They would open their 
mouths for everything. It could be out of anger, love or fright. They 
would open their mouths and show their teeth. They would suck in 
airand hiss at everyone. Dammit, the animal was like that. Why should 
anyone care about them? People only chased and killed them whenever 
they laid their eyes on them. If the snake didn’t kill the man, the man 
would kill it. That was the reason for their aggression. It had already 
gathered the dis-reputation of being a wicked animal. 

Jhampura lifted his load and started to go. For some reason, 
he turned around once to take a good look at everyone. He never 
did thac earlier! 

It was tough on him to carry the four large cases. But Jnampura 
kept on walking. It was more of a slither. Black, smooth and bare 
bodied. Strong limbs. It was as if he was a black cobra. The village 
women had kept on staring at him until he disappeared out of sight. 
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Was he going ro look furtively at the houses as he would cross 
the street where the Bhois lived? Would a familiar face be visible 
from behind a half-closed door? Jhampura was crossing the village 
in an absent-minded manner. 

Why should anyone die just because a snake bit him? Nidhia 
too would not have died. Marua would nor be looking like an 
orphan if she had a father. 

Was Jhampura’s mind in a turmoil? Had he slowed down 
his pace? 

No, nothing of the sort was happening. He put down his load 
in thar grove, a bit away from the village. He stood there fora while. 
He rurned around and looked ac the entrance to the village. The 
Bhois’ street was no longer visible. Jhampura smoked a cheroot and 
stared in that direction for a while. Then he lifted his load and started 
walking at a brisk pace. The afternoon was running out. 

Jhampura moved around different places fora year. All the snake 
charmers knew that he was looking for the snake with a jewel on its 
head. That was no ordinary snake. It was the king of the snakes. No 
snake charmer had ever caught it. One person had caprured it along 
time back. He had been able to do it because he too knew the serpent’s 
lore. Bur he could not get over his greed. He pulled out the jewel 
leaving a gaping wound on the hood. He gave it to the king who gave 
him gold bracelets and earrings. The king worshipped the jewel and 
received whatever he asked for. Bur the snake charmer was bitten by 
a snake in seven days. He lost his art as he had rurned a traitor. No one 
could save him. 

Why did Jhampura look for the snake with the jewel like a 
man possessed in that case? Did he want co tear open the jewel from 
its hood? For whom? Did he want to commit the same sin? Did he 
also want thar he should get bitten by a snake? Why? 

Jhampura showed games wherever he went. His king cobra 
had grown to be ren feet long. The cobra had become even stronger. 
The Conchhead had become mature. It was going to be old soon. 
And the effects of the Champanag had waned. 
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Finally, word spread from one snake charmer to another chat 
Jhampura had found the snake with che jewel in the dense forests 
on the banks of the river Mahanadi about a hundred miles away. 

He opened the cases, caressed the snakes and released them 
there. The heavy cases lay there. He returned alone. 

The snake charmers said chat he had bound the snake with the 
jewel by his art. He carried it over che hundred mile distance. 
Jhampura came by the path of human beings and the snake came in 
the path of the snakes. It jumped from one tree to another, from 
one bush to another. 

The entire Pitapur neighbourhood of the snake charmers was 
away by che time the two reached there. Everyone had left to show 
their games except the old man with che python. 

Jambu, the snake charmer, was an old hand. The momenc he 
laid his eyes on Jhampura, he knew that he had achieved the 
impossible. His eyes were dazzling. His brows were jumping 
around. His encire physique was in a shiver. 

“Hey, did you get it?” 

Jhampura glanced at him once. He didn’t say anything. Jambu 
understood. Jhampura entered his hut and slammed the door shut. 

Most of the snake charmers were back by evening. They heard 
Jambu. No one dared call Jhampura. They were scared that the 
snake wich che jewel might manifest itself any time. 

Jhampura was found to be sleeping prostrate on the river bed 
the next morning. Had he slept there to enjoy the dew falling on 
him? He never slept like that earlier! 

There was no sign of Jhampura on the river bed by che time 
the people from the neighbourhood of the snake charmers arrived 
there. The boy who had discovered him chere first pointed to the 
place where he had seen him. Jambu bowed down and examined 
the place. He lifted his face and said, “He had been sleeping here. 
Bur he no longer has his original shape. His power was not enough 
co match che power of the serpent. The snake charmer fought 
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throughout the night but finally lost the battle. The serpent won. 
The serpent would have assumed the shape of a human being if it 
had lost. The snake charmer lost and so he took the shape of a 
serpent and went inside the crevice in the rocks. Only the dead 
body lay here. It changed shape and turned into a cobra. The snake 
with che jewel flew away to its own land. All this happened in a 
flash. I had heard from old people that the end came this way. We 
saw it happening here.” 

Everyone kept staring like a statue at the impression of the 
human frame on the dry river bed. They looked towards the pile of 
rocks on the river bank. The word spread from village to village 
before evening. 


X X X 

Marua’s mother woke up with a shudder from her light sleep. A 
black cobra rushed out through the backyard. Its hood was as high asa 
human adult. People from the neighbouring houses rushed in with 
bamboos and sticks. The backyard enclosure was half open. No one 
was around. Marua was trembling like a serpent had bitten her. 

The people of the village said Jhampura had come as a black 
cobra to provide protection to the orphaned family. 

“True, true,” said the womenfolk knowingly. 


© 
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Entering The Shadow 


everal rumours started making the rounds when Soumitra 

Dandasena alias Somu suddenly vanished into thin air. He 

was not a child that a professional child lifter would abduct 
him by putting him into his bag. It was also improbable that 
someone would murder him while he looked at the sunset from 
the top of the barren hill nearby and throw him inside a tank after 
tying a stone to his waist. As far as we know, a handsome, gentle 
and quiet person like Somu should not have any enemies. It was 
also not possible that he would disappear suddenly leaving his family 
and friends behind. He might let go of everything else. But he 
loved his paintings more than himself. He could not renounce the 
world abandoning his paint brushes, colours and canvasses. 

But there was no doubt that Somu simply vanished on Tuesday 
evening. He had worn a pair of sandals, his favourite check shirt and a 
pair of blue jeans while leaving home. He had been seen by everyone. It 
was four thirty at the time. He went fora stroll at that time every day. 

The two of us were Somu’s closest friends. Dinu and I had 
come home for the Puja vacation. We met every day in the morning 
and in the evening. We had reached Somu’s place at nine in the 
morning on Tuesday. We plucked guavas from the tree in his 
courtyard and ate them. Somu was busy painting on a new canvas 
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under the tree. He was perhaps on the job from early morning. He 
seemed ro be lost in the world of dreams. A few brushes dipped in 
colours were beside him. Somu’s attention was riveted on that 
canvas measuring two and a half feet by four and a half feet. 

He was not in the least aware that we were there for some time 
and had been eating guavas from his tree. He was walking all by 
himself on thar path in the dense forest towards che distant hill that 
he was drawing on the canvas. He glanced towards the call pine 
trees on his way. Deep blue, green and black colours were dripping 
from his glances. The huge pine trees seemed to be pushing each 
other to get the blessings of his colours, to come alive with the 
touch of the creator’s brush. 

The quiet and forlorn forest seemed to envelop the narrow 
path. One did not feel inclined to talk in thar place. Thar distant 
silent hill was at the top. A huge piece of rock lay balanced at the 
peak of the hill giving the impression thar it might collapse any 
moment. Even the sky was covered with clouds. 

Dinu and I were stunned. We had been surrounded by that 
deep black forest from all sides. That colossal silence came down 
from the skies to the top of the hill, from the top of the pine forest to 
the path that ran several hundred feet down. Confined, chilled silence. 

One would perhaps become smaller and smaller there till he 
vanished altogether or expand in size until he enveloped 
everything... and spread in all directions. He would be dumbstruck. 
We sat quietly behind Somu. I would not be able to say when my 
eyes had closed under those pine trees in that dense forest. 

A bird perhaps opened its thin beak on the branch of some 
tree and called — Cha, Cha. 

Rekha was standing before me holding a cup of rea. She was 
Somu’s younger sister and srood stunned like a doe that had lost its 
way in the pine forest. The fair girl had long hands and legs and 
worea frock. She seemed to be somewhar embarrassed and appeared 
one moment and disappeared out of sight the next. 
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Buc che bird’s call echoed in che forest — Cha, Cha. 

Somu’s brush seemed to be dozing. Perhaps the feet of the lone 
wanderer were not able to carry him any further. He stood on the 
path and stared at the cop of the pine trees and the distant hill. 

Somu came out of the reverie and turned co look at us. Fora 
while we felt chat the hill had been staring at us ... that forest had 
been staring at us. 

Somu laughed. He rose and walked to the verandah along 
with us. It was getting to be hot and was perhaps around eleven by 
that time. We were not even aware of the progress of the sun. 

This kind of thing often happened when we were with Somu. 
His mother arrived wich a plate of pakoras and some chutney even 
as we had continued co sit quietly. 

Then we started talking. Dinu did most of the talking from 
amongst us. Somu only listened. He laughed if he was happy. His 
eyes shone. His reeth flashed. Dinu and I talked back and forth, 
and shouted at each other. Somu was always the listener. Somu was 
the witness, he was the judge. 

But Somu looked at us that day as if he wanted to say something. 
Dinu had nor seen that. He was about to narrate something. I pinched 
him and said, “Shut up! Listen to what Somu wants to say.” 

Somu seemed ro fumble for words. He lowered his eyes and 
spoke absentmindedly as if he was ralking to himself ... 

“Five of us had gone to the Nainital camp from J.]J.School 
recently. We boarded the Ranikhet Express from the Old Delhi 
railway station and reached the Kathgodam station in the morning. 
There was no other train from that place ...” 

“Bur che Ranikher Express must be going up to Ranikhet!” 
said Dinu. 

Somu stopped for a while. He knew that both of us were 
listening to him. He smiled at Dinu. He said, “I would not know.” 

Somehow I felt that Somu was abour to say something 
extraordinary to us. Something very amazing... some bizarre 
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experience. He did not speak otherwise. I rapped Dinu lightly on 
the thigh and signalled him to keep quiet. 

Somu forgot the pakoras. He said, “I’m still not able to believe 
that weird incident... Amaresh Tandon was a wonderful boy. He 
belonged to the Gharwal area. But pictures came alive when he 
painted. He used to say that there was no point in painting if the 
picture did not come alive and move about on its own. He was very 
friendly and outgoing and had taken a great liking to me. There 
was a lor of free time for us before the bus was scheduled to leave 
Kathgodam. 

“ Amaresh put his hand on my shoulder and said, ‘Let’s take a 
walk around.’ Suresh Rastogi shouted when he saw the two of us 
going out together, ‘See, the two dreamers are going out together. 
Take care! Don’t lose your way about!’ He knew us very well. He 
was the manager of our team. 

“We left the crowds behind and took to a lonely road. Huge, 
tall trees lined the road and distant hills surrounded us. Amaresh 
seemed to be overwhelmed by the surroundings and looked around. 
The road was uphill. We walked quietly for a while. A white 
eucalyptus tree stood on the left. It would be at least two hundred 
years old and seemed to have stretched out to the skies. 

“ .. The incident occurred near that tree.” 

Somu looked up without batting an eyelid. We waited with 
bated breath. 

“A young boy of about twelve had spread a bed sheet and 
displayed some Tibetan stuff on it for sale. There were a few weird 
items among them. There were Rudraksha necklaces, bells, strange 
contraptions, prayer beads and a whole lot of other assorted stuff. 
A few paintings were also on display. We felt like sitting there fora 
while and talk to the boy for some time without anything specific 
in mind. Weliked his narrow eyes, reddish face and plump of figure, 
his clothes, and the way he talked and laughed. Amaresh’s gaze was 
fixed on a painting ar this time. He went near it and looked at it 
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carefully. What was the idiot looking at? Was it something in which 
a guy like Amaresh should take any interest? 

“Two thirds of the painting had been taken in by the sky. The 
sky had been covered with dense clouds. The hills in the painting 
seemed to be submerged by clouds. The hazy line of hills seemed to 
spread like a cold, stretched out and uneven field till the eyes that 
beheld them like a bunch of naked legs of people standing with 
their bodies covered with blankets in winter. It was as if it was not 
a field — it was more of a mysterious world of dreams that sucked 
the soul through che eyes. It was as if it would couch those layers of 
grass and breathe in that water-filled breeze. Amaresh’s gaze was 
perhaps fixed there for that reason. 

“A mule could be seen standing at the upper end of the uneven 
field on the left side of the painting. A man stood near it holding its 
reins. The mule and the man looked extremely small against the 
large background. Yet they came out very clearly in the painting. 
Somehow it seemed to be improper to move them away from the 
place. Something seemed to have tied them down to the place. The 
desire to release them from the place was overpowering. Amaresh 
too perhaps felt the same way. 

“He stared at the painting for some time. Then he said 
suddenly, ‘I want co buy this.’ The Tibetan boy revealed his 
sparkling teeth as he smiled silently and said, ‘I’m sorry, Sir. But 
this is not for sale.’ Amaresh was a headstrong fellow and insisted 
that he wanced to own the painting. He picked up the painting and 
stood there. He asked, ‘Tell me, how much do you want for the 
painting?’ The boy repeated, ‘I cold you. It’s not for sale.’ 

‘In that case, I'll just take itaway.” 

“You may take it. But be careful.’ 

“ Amaresh picked up the painting without any further ado 
and walked away. He said, ‘Somu, it may be difficult for you to 
believe me. But this is the live painting that I’ve been looking for all 
my life.’ I could not understand what was going through his mind. 
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Isimply said, ‘Amaresh, it’s not proper to carry the painting away 
without paying him for it.’ 

Amaresh stopped suddenly in his tracks and returned co the 
place where the Tibetan boy was sitting. 1 had been looking on. 
The boy had moved away from the place. Amaresh kept a hundred 
rupee note on the bed sheet and put a rosary on top of it. 

We left for Nainital the same day. It was late evening by the 
time we got there. 1 cannot recall what we had for dinner at the 
lodging. Everything was cold. Amaresh stayed with me in a room. 
I fell asleep the moment I hit the bed. 

I found Amaresh sitting like a statue on the bed when I woke 
up in the morning. He had been staring at thar painting before him 
with undivided actention. 

‘Hey, Amaresh, what is this madness? What is there in that 
painting thar you've been staring at it since yesterday?” 

Amaresh answered me without moving his gaze from the 
painting, ‘Come here. Ill show you an amazing thing.’ I was curious. I 
went and stood behind him and scrutinized the painting over his 
shoulders. 

The painting indeed looked different. It might have been so 
because of insufficient light in the room. Bur the clouds in the 
painting didn’t seem to be so dark yesterday. 

Amaresh pointed at the mule and its keeper and said, ‘These 
two are alive. They are walking.’ 1 burst out laughing. I said, ‘Come 
on. There’s a limit co this madness.’ 

He waited for a while without saying anything. Then he said 
even as he was staring at the painting, ‘You see, Somu. These two 
have moved one centimetre to the right since yesterday.’ 

I thought he was right. Bur I didn’t want to attach any 
importance to the matter and told him co put the painting away. 1 
said thar they would reach the other end of the painting in a few 
days if they were indeed walking. I reminded him that we had to go 
to the top of the hill that day for ourdoor painting. We had to 
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gather our canvas and other things and leave by cen in the morning. 
We were also supposed to pick up our lunch packer. I urged him to 
get up and make a move. 

“ Amaresh looked at me with pleading eyes. He said, ‘Please 
give mea break. I can’t go anywhere today. This painting has possessed 
me. Don’t say anything to anyone. Tel! them that I’m not well.” 

Somu was quiet for a while. Our curiosity had been aroused. 
Dinu could not check himself any further. He asked, “Somu, did 
the objects in the painting really move as if there was life in chem? 
Were the mule and its keeper really walking inside che painting?” 

Somu raised his eyes to look at him. He didn’t say anything. 
He simply nodded gravely by way of an answer. Dinu would have 
gone on interrupting. I signalled him to keep quiet. 

After a while, Somu continued, “We stayed there for four 
days. Everyone pestered me on the fourth day to know more about 
the painting. Amaresh had nor shaved for the past few days. There 
were black circles around his eyes. He stared at everyone with 
unseeing eyes. He seemed co have been possessed. 

The painting looked ordinary enough to everyone. But I had 
been amazed. The mule and its keeper had moved to the middle of 
the painting. I cold them aboutit. Everyone laughed. Amaresh sat 
quietly without saying anything. 

Suresh Rastogi, our manager, said, “ Amaresh is a mad fellow. 
He has a number of paintings. It won’t make any difference to 
him. Let’s go. We'll get him co a psychiatrist at Mumbai.’ We left 
for the outdoor session. 

It was evening by che time we returned to the lodging. It was 
unnerving to find the manager and all the employees of the lodging 
standing outside. They were in fact waiting for us to return. 

Suresh Rastogi asked, ‘What's the maccer?’ The manager 
seemed co hesitate before answering. Finally, he said, ‘Your friend 
staying in Room No. 5 went out during the day. He handed over 
his key and simply mentioned that he was going out for a while.’ 
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Everyone looked at me. I thought that it was unlike Amaresh 
to go out like that. Anyway, it didn’t marter. If he had gone out, he 
would be back in his own time. Why make a fuss about it? 

The manager said, ‘A Lama came about twenty minutes ago. 
A fat fellow. Seemed like an old-timer. He asked for the key to 
Room No. 5. I refused. He stood here and shook with anger. He 
roared like a lion. He snatched the key from its holder. No one had 
the courage to stop him. He went inside the room and was back 
here ina minute. He carried a painting from che room and left with 
it. Our people followed him for some distance. But they couldn’t 
find him. He vanished from sight. 

We understood. I was sure that the Lama had carried away 
thar particular painting. I recalled what the Tibetan boy had said. 
He had hinted that we might have trouble with that painting. 

The mystery seemed to be deepening. We forgot about the 
Lama and the painting and began worrying about Amaresh. All of 
us waited in the lobby for about an hour. Darkness came suddenly 
in that place. It was night before any of us realized it. 

All of us came and sat in Rastogi’s room. The atmosphere was 
scary. We went to Amaresh’s room and found that his clothes had been 
strewn around. His suitcase was left untouched. His blue jeans and the 
green jersey were missing. He had worn them while going out. 

Everyone wanted to know about the painting. I narrated 
everything from the beginning. Rastogi furrowed his brows and 
said, ‘These Lamas are strange people. I’m apprehensive. I’m not 
sure if Amaresh hasn’t been abducted by that Lama.’ 

It was difficult to sit for dinner that night. All of us sat quietly. 
We kept looking at our watches and at the entrance to the lodging. 
It struck eleven. 

We went to consult the manager. The hotel staff was as 
apprehensive as us. The manager reported the matter co the police. 

The police jeep arrived in half an hour. They questioned 
everyone. It was two in the morning by the time they left. The 
police officer asked me if I had seen the Lama. I said no. He said 
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that no one dressed these days in the old fashioned way in which 
the Lama was attired. 

He asked the manager and the staff of the lodging. They assured 
him that they would recognize him if they saw him again. 

The night passed off like a bad dream amid a great deal of 
anxiety. The morning seemed to bear down upon us like a great 
load. We had to make arrangements for our return trip and had no 
idea how we could return without tracing Amaresh. The police 
jeep arrived again. We thought that Amaresh had been found. 

But our hopes were belied. The police officer told us that his 
men were keeping a watch at the Kathgodam station. They would 
arrest the Lama if he turned up. 

He wanted a couple of us to accompany him in the police jeep 
to Kathgodam and identify the Tibetan boy sitting under the 
Eucalyptus tree. I had no choice but to accompany him. Rastogi 
too came along. We reached Kathgodam in about two hours. The 
police officer was also with us. 

The Tibetan boy was sitting under the tree. He looked curiously 
at us when the jeep stopped near his shop. He seemed happy to see me 
again. He flashed a smile at me and showed his sparkling teeth. 

I answered all the questions put co me by the police officer. 
But the painting was not there. 

[asked the boy, ‘Did you get back your painting?’ He blinked 
his eyes and nodded yes. Impatiently, I asked him to show the 
painting to me. 

He continued to smile at me but didn’t move. I said in an 
irritated voice, ‘Come on, out with it! The officer wants to see it.’ 

He extended his hand towards che tree and said, ‘Why, it’s here.’ 

He had kept che painting behind another painting. I thought 
he was taking out a live bird from inside its cage as he took it out. 

Rastogi and the police officer were looking at the painting. 
Rastogi furrowed his brows. His face was drained of blood. After 
all, he had seen the painting earlier. 
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“I had the shock of my life when I bent down co look at 
the paincting!!” 

Somu stopped here. His eyes were fixed and his nostrils were 
dilated. He was perhaps reliving his experience. 

Dinu could hardly keep himself in check. He longed to shove 
his hand inside Somu’s mouth and pull out the unspoken words. I 
controlled him somehow. 

Somu blinked his eyes. He began breathing normally again 
and said, “The painting had changed altogether. The mule had 
reached che right hand side of the painting. Its face had turned 
towards the opposite direction. But its keeper was no longer there. 
Another person was sitting on the mule. A pair of jeans! And a 
green jersey. The man didn’r seem to have shaven for a few days. 
Neither Rastogi nor I had any difficulty in recognizing him. 
Amaresh Tandon’s replica had been staring at us from che painting. 

One of us shrieked. It could be me or even Rastogi. When the 
police officer looked at us quizzically, Rastogi pointed at the 
painting, ‘This is our lost friend - Amaresh Tandon!’ 

‘What do you mean? Has he painted himself here? Has chat 
Lama put his picture here?’ 

‘This is no painting. Everything is alive in it. The mule is 
walking. It has reached this place from the left hand side of che 
painting. It’s now carrying a different passenger and returning.’ 

“What nonsense are you talking about? This is only a painting 
on a canvas. It could just be a coincidence if the passenger’s face 
resembles your friend’s.’ 

“There was no need for the police officer to say anything else. 
He was unlikely to understand anything else. I ran my fingers on 
the painting and gazed at the man who rode the mule. My eyes 
closed slowly. Tears streamed down from them. I cried our silently, 
‘Amaresh! Amaresh!’ Shivers ran down my system suddenly and I 
trembled. The figure on the painting moved ever so slightly from 
the right towards the left inside my palm. I could feel the movement 


very distinctly.” 
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I felt a shudder inside me. Dinu had turned into a statue. The 
bird called again at that time, “Cha, Cha, Cha!” Thar is what I 
heard. In fact, Rekha, Somu’s younger sister was asking if we needed 
more pakoras. 

Everyone recovered his senses. Somu’s courtyard was visible. 
The afternoon’s sun was visible. 

Somu blinked and looked at us. He glanced at Rekha and 
smiled. Finally, it was Dinu who spoke, “No, we don’t need any 
more pakoras. Whatever you served is still on the place.” I felt that 
Dinu wanted Rekha ro leave the place. He had a thousand questions 
for Somu. 

That came to pass. Dinu moved near Somu as Rekha turned 
to go inside the kitchen. He looked him in the eye and asked, 
“Could thar fat Lama be traced?” 

Not! The Tibetan boy heard everything and said that he was the 
grandfather of his grandfather. He has been dead for sometime. But he 
had heard that he appeared periodically. He was not very forthcoming 
when we asked him about the painting and talked in circles. 

Somu said after a while, “I cornered that boy and asked him, 
“Tell me about the old passenger. What happened to him? You 
know the new passenger, don’t you?’ 

“He stared strangely at me. The pupils of his eyes seemed to 
have vanished. He looked like a much older man with a thickset 
face as he said, ‘He’s released. This fellow will also be released if 
another admirer comes along!” 


X X X 


Dinu and I stood cogether in darkness ac ten in the evening on 
Tuesday when the search was on for Somu. Suddenly, Dinu tapped 
me on my shoulder and whispered, “My God! Has Somu gone 
away to Kathgodam? Has he gone there to enter the cage in order 
to release Amaresh?” 

I put ny hand around Dinu’s waist and walked a few paces 
with him. I said, “Dinu, I had heard the story of a Lama as I recurned 
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from Madras once by train. The story was as extraordinary as this 
one. But I had never thoughc that it would turn into reality for 
Somu. But what is the necessity for Somu to go to Kathgodam? 
Couldn’t that Lama come here? Apart from that, do you think 
that only one painting could come alive? Why can’t it happen with 
other paintings as well?” 

Dinu freed himself from my arm and faced me. He said, “What 
do you mean? Somu’s painting looks very much alive to me. Those 
distanc hills, that pine forest, that narrow pach...” 

To remove any doubt from his mind, I added, “ And that lone 
wanderer. Just try co recall... doesn’t his back seem familiar?” 

Dinu gripped my hand tightly as if he was shocked, “That 
means... you mean to say...” 

I nodded my head in the darkness and felt uneasy. I was 
disappointed and helpless. There were numerous unanswered 
questions inside me. If the creator entered his creation, couldn’ct he 
comc out of it? Was it inevitable that he had to sacrifice his own life 
in order to make the painting come alive? 

Dinu said, “The lone wanderer in the painting would perhaps 
climb co the peak of that hill. He would perhaps sit on that piece of 
huge boulder dangerously balanced on cop of the hill. But he would 
definitely come down looking straight ahead of him and will walk 
out of the painting. We have to guard thar painting very carefully 
till chen. That is our Somu now!” 


© 


44 i Srories Ino rcedihlh 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Witness For The Scate 


Neti Singh, son of Fateh Singh, say this on oath that lam a 

liar. I'l also tell lies now. It’s in my nature to cell lies all the 

time. It’s a habic with me. All of you, my Lord, are responsible 
for that. You people have never given me the chance to tell the 
truth. I cake intoxicants but I say that I don’t take them. I gamble 
but I say that I don’t gamble. I visit Mala, that woman of loose 
character. But I say I don’t visit her. I’ve seen in broad daylight 
what those people did that day in the market place. But I'll say that 
I’ve seen nothing if 1 was to be asked about it. I’ve seen every other 
thing that took place there. But I'll say that I’ve seen nothing.” 

“You admit that you ve seen everything. You may be punished 
by the court if you don’t tell us about those things. The court will 
be able rake the correct decision if you tell the truth. You’ll receive 
accolades if you side with justice.” 

“Pm not bound to speak the truth even when I know the 
truth. Telling a lie and not telling the truth are not the same thing, 
My Lord! If I’m not telling the truth, I’m also not telling a lie. I just 
want to keep quiet. Is it a crime to remain silent? If you want to 
punish me forit, please go ahead. Bur you’ll be caught in that court 
above. My Lord! It’s a crime to punish an honest man.” 

I had never seen sucha witness for the state throughout my career 
asa lawyer. But I was happy that my clients would go free if the major 
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witness of the opposite party played truant thus. I win if 1 my clients are 
freed. The beginning seemed to be good. I was definitely happy about 
the possibility of winning the battle withouta fight. But Neti Singh’s 
demeanour, his defiant looks and his style of narration had impressed 
me a great deal. I was listening to him with rapt attention. This was 
perhaps the first time in the history of courts as far as I knew that 
someone would cell lies so blatantly and rake oath for the same. He was 
disproving himself and his stacement like an idiot; but everyone in the 
court room had realized that he was noc an idiot. 

The government lawyer seemed ro be very worried about Neti 
Singh’s statement. He went to him and tried to make him see reason. 

“Neti Singh, it'll be presumed thar you’re supporting crime 
and the accused persons if you don’c tell us what you’ve seen. I 
believe thar you don’t want to do that. The accused will be set free 
for lack of evidence if you choose to remain silent. They’ll be 
encouraged ro do more such crimes in future. It’s the ducy of the 
court to punish the criminals. Buc the court cannot rake a decision 
on the matter if you do not help. No one could be convicted if 
there was no evidence. Think again. Ask for the permission of the 
court if you want to change the statement thar you’ve just made. 
I’m positive that the court would permit you to do so.” 

1 stood up and objected that the government counsel was 
preventing the witness from expressing his independent opinion 
and was encouraging him co change his staremenc. This was not 
permicced by law. The court sustained my objection. 

Bur Neti Singh had surprised everyone to say, “I know 
everything. I know everything about crimes and criminals. I do not 
want to help the court. I’ve no desire to listen to accolades. Ive no 
faith on justice. Even then I’ve come here co cell everything. Ill not 
leave this place without describing everything in detail. The reason 
is that no one is telling che truth at this place. Everyone is afraid of 
telling the truth. I’m not afraid of anyone. Therefore, III cell the 
truth. Everyone would believe the truth coming out of a habitual 
liar. The truth, Sir, is like a bunch of naked kids. I want to see how 
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it looks if they were made to stand here without covering themselves 
with cloth. One needs as much courage to listen to the truth as one 
needs to cell it. Can you listen to everything?” 

I noticed that blood had been drained out of the faces of my 
clients. I could also hear the government counsel clearing his throat 
asif he was unwell. Even the judge himself lowered his eyes. I found 
myself to be ill at ease too. My nerves were taut. 

Neti Singh was glaring at everyone’s face in turn. He was 
perhaps getting ready to overturn the boiling pan of oil from top 
of the Daulactabad Fort on our heads. 

But what was he going to say after all? I was a lawyer. We lawyers 
have seen it all in our lives. We’ve become immune to everything 
after seeing one terrible thing after another. So what was the big deal? 
Let him say anything. Everything that he says could be dismissed ina 
flash. Neti Singh has already stated on oath that he was a habitual liar. 
Why should the court believe that the statement he would make 
now co be the crutch? ... I tried to comfort myself in this manner and 
waited co hear what he was going to say. 

The government counsel was heard to say, “The witness 
would be permitted to only answer the questions put to him. What 
is the use of saying any more than what is necessary? Therefore, 
there is no need for you to state everything that you've seen.” 

Neti Singh might be something else. But it was obvious that 
he was no fool. He smiled condescendingly at the government 
counsel. He said with sarcasm, “So you do noc wanc co hear the 
whole truth? Very well. Ill make my statement. It’s up to you after 
that what you choose to rake and what you choose to leave.” 

Neti Singh was not saying anything out of the way. But, for 
some reason, the government counsel could nor come to terms with 
any of it. It was as if the situation was likely to go beyond his control 
if Neti Singh spilled the beans. His case would become weak. Or he 
himself would land in some trouble. So he said, “Look, Neti Singh, 
why should we do that? We cannot waste the valuable time of the 
court. You have only to answer the questions that I ask.” 
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He was not able to meet the glare of Neti Singh. 

“My Lord, I find that I'll not be able to state what I know if 
I’m noc allowed to do so and if I’m not given protection. I may be 
allowed to get down from the witness box if My Lord also doesn’t 
wantto hear any of it. Buc you should be prepared to hear everything 
if act all you want to hear me.” 

The judge was an old hand in courtroom games. But it seemed 
that even he had never corme across a witness like this. He said in his 
own style, “Everything that you know may not be necessary for the 
court. The court needs evidence to pass judgment on the specific 
allegations received. Therefore, the court doesn’t feel that you should 
be allowed to state everything. I cannot permit you to make your 
statement without first knowing what exactly you mean by 
‘everything” 

“My Lord, the whole thing took place in about twenty to 
twenty five minutes. 1 may need that much time to describe it. It may 
take slightly more or less. Can you not spare this much time? I cannot 
open my mouth to show the entire universe to you. Why are you so 
upset? Even now I say that you’ve to hear my full statement or nothing 
atall. If My Lord thinks that justice would be in jeopardy because of 
my statement, so be it. Permit me to go my way.” 

The judge was fiddling with the glass paperweight 
absentmindedly. 

There was an uncomfortable silence in the courtroom. 

It was strange. Why would Neti Singh, who speaks lies and has 
always done so, be so insistent on speaking the truth today? He has 
perhaps never faced the truth. He has ignored it all along. But there is 
a lurking desire somewhere in some deep recess in him co flirt wich 
the dazzling truth. He has not been able to cell the truth for his own 
safety when he has been carried away by the floods. No one could cell 
the truth at such times. Nort even the person who always told the 
truth. Neti Singh was as such a liar. Perhaps he felt like a poet when 
he told a lie with a great deal of embellishment. He defeated everyone 
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by that for some time. He patted himself on the back for having told 
alie that worked. But truth had passed him on the edge of his life. He 
had perhaps never cared to catch it. It was difficult to manage it once 
you caught it. There was no second truth to cover it up if truth 
became unmanageable. Truth was terrible because it was unique. But 
alie could be covered layer by layer. It was very easy to speak a hundred 
lies in order to prop up one lie. That is what I’ve seen all along in my 
career asa lawyer. 

But the matter in the court that day was unique. Neti Singh 
had no need to speak the truth or lie as far as he was concerned. He 
was only a witness. A bird sitting on another branch far away and 
watching the scene. Of course, there was an eagerness in him to 
describe everything in his statement for that reason. 

One of my clients took the opportunity to whisper into my 
ears in a worried voice, “This is a mad fellow. Why are you wasting 
the time of the court for him? Why don’t you evict him from this 
place?” 

My clients are influential people. They were seventeen in all. 
They were old hands in the game. Everyone was famous. Committing 
crimes came naturally to them. They had gambled with the law and 
the courts. They had paid money to buy them often. They've 
assumed that the same thing would be repeated in this case too. I’ve 
washed the marks of blood from their hands a number of times. I’ve 
made them wear spotless white clothes and rehabilitated them in 
their houses. I know how to toy with the law. I’m known for that. 
Freeing my clients seems to be easy in this case as the opposition is 
unable to tie them up. They’ve no evidence to back up their 
accusations. Therefore, there is nothing for me to worry about. 

But it could not be said that I was not worried by the words of 
Neti Singh. A few murders on the main road in broad daylight 
were nothing new. The other grounds on which the opposition’s 
case was built also could be dismissed. There were several ways cto 
get over those hurdles. 
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Bur this strange witness had put everyone in trouble. A 
bargaining would have been done otherwise with the government 
counsel as in every other case and a drama would have been enacted in 
the courtroom for the benefit of the spectators. Who would win and 
who would lose in which case would have been decided in advance. 
The government as usual would have lost. And a price would have 
been paid to them for playing along with us. 

This Neti Singh had played the spoilsport for everyone. 

The witness for the state was standing in the witness box. He 
was waiting for permission to make his statement. The court was 
unable to give him an unconditional permission. For some reason, 
the judge himself seemed to be worried. 

The courtroom was full of specrators. The case had attracted 
a great deal of attention. Everyone had come to see what techniques 
would be used by the mustachioed, strong men to loosen the noose 
around their necks. Once a murder was proved, so many people 
didn’t turn up in the courtroom to hear the verdict of hanging the 
criminals till death. Whar was there to see or hear there? The macter 
was over in such a case. But there was an unprecedented crowd in 
the courtroom in this case. 

Someone from among them was saying, “What does this idiot of 
a witness for the state claim to have seen? Didn’t the others in that area 
also see those things? Everyone has seen. But no one dares open his 
mouth. They are present here amongst us. They have a doubt in their 
minds whether this witness of the state can tell everything here. They 
wonder whether he can identify all the miscreants. They’re also afraid 
that this fellow might even pointar them and say that they were present 
on the scene of the crime and have seen everything.” 

There were a few other Nosey Parkers among the spectators 
who wanted to know whether this was an ordinary, run-of-the- 
mill case or something more terrible than that. But they could not 
getan answer.. 
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The curious people were afraid that many things that had 
been kept under the wraps until now might be uncovered. There 
were thumping in their chests when they thought of that. 

The government counsel lowered his eyes for a while and 
finally pleaded before the court, “Your Honour, the plaintiff may 
be permitted to withdraw this witness and some time may please 
be given for presenting the next witness.” 

For some reason, a voice of opposition could be heard 
throughout the courtroom. Everyone wanted to hear Neti Singh’s 
statement, Even my clients wanted that let his statement be over 
and done with. Let it come out in the open for once rather than 
remain in suspense for all time to come. 

Imyself was surprised at my conduct. I opposed the proposal 
of the government counsel and said, “Your Honour, the 
government may not be permitted to do so. It would be against 
precedence if a qualified witness were to be withdrawn after he has 
taken oath burt before he has made his statement. I appeal ro the 
court that the present witness be permitted to make his statement.” 

Almost everyone was amazed by my objection. The 
government counsel was amazed the most. He stared art me with 
disbelieving eyes. He could not believe that I could do such a stupid 
thing. 

The judge straightened himself on the chair and said, “A 
witness under oath cannot be withdrawn. But the court will rule 
tomorrow on what he would be allowed to say. The court is 
adjourned until comorrow.” 

Neti Singh raised both his hands and prayed, “My Lord, I 
may please be kepr in police custody until tomorrow as even one 
night is enough to silence me forever. I’ve nothing to fear once I 
make my statement tomorrow. I may be killed afcer chat. But my 
statement cannot be changed by anyone.” 

The judge thought fora while and ordered, “ Thar'll be done. 
The police will keep this witness in its custody froin now until he’s 
produced in court tomorrow.” 
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Neti Singh continued to stand inside the witness box. People 
surrounded him. Flashlights of several cameras flashed 
simultaneously. 

I thought Neti Singh was amused by the impression he was 
making. Journalists asked him what he was going to talk about the 
next day. He got down from the witness box without giving any 
answer. He was taken outside the courtroom in a police cordon. 
The police jeep blew dust all around as it sped towards the main 
road of the town. 

My clients too walked away quietly with the police behind them. 

The two original clients of mine stared at me meaningfully. 
These two had instigated the crime and were fighting the case from 
outside. One of them cornered me on the verandah and asked me, 
“Whar could be done now? Are you going to allow him to make 
his statement?” 

1 was feeling ill at ease. But I said with a straight face, “Why are 
you getting worked up? He has already defeated himself. Can the 
statement of a habitual liar ever be the truth?” 

“Buc there is no doubt about it that the court is taking him 
seriously. Special arrangements have been made to listen to his 
statement. Do you still think that the court will accept it just because 
you call him a habitual liar? Is he telling the truth or a lie when he 
says, ‘I’m a habitual liar?’ You concede that he’s telling the truth. 
Thus, you’ve got to admit that he’s not telling a lie when he’s 
making his statement.” 

I became somewhat grave. “Oh, yes. I had not considered that 
angle. But let’s see what is going to happen tomorrow. My prestige 
is as much at stake as your security is. I’m not likely to be defeated 
so easily. Let’s go to my chamber for further discussion. You must 
come clean with me about everything as these are likely to come up 
in his statement. It’ll be easier for me to take him apart if I know 
everything in advance. Don’t worry. Come with me.” 

We reached my chamber. I dismissed my juniors. Only a peon 
was there. I also dismissed him as I didn’t think that anyone was in 
any mood for tea. I locked the door myself from inside. I sat on my 
chair and picked up a pen and my notebook. 
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The two of them looked at each other. They looked at me. No one 
said anything. I broke the ice, “Are the accusations of the police true?” 

One of them laughed aloud. He looked very nervous. 

I was a bit taken aback by his sudden laughter. He said, “My 
dear Sir. You’re talking like a kid. Why would we have sought your 
protection if those were not true? The allegations are true ... but...” 

I looked at his eyes and waited. 

He looked at his mate and said hesitantly, “The allegations are 
just the tip of the iceberg. We had to buy the whole of the police force 
to suppress the rest. Even they didn’t have the courage to suppress 
everything. Everyone’s palm was greased from top down. No one 
wasleft out. But no one dared cover up the whole thing. Our coffers 
had been thrown open. But even that was not enough.” 

I had a vague idea about all this. I looked into his eyes and 
said, “I’ve to bring the rest out in the open. Otherwise, we might 
land ourselves in trouble.” 

“We’re also thinking about the same thing. But the problem 
is that even we do not know the whole story. The incidents haven’t 
occurred before one person at one place. Several people were 
involved. It’s not possible for us to know everything. We’ve asked 
everyone. Each one of them is a veteran in his own field. They 
might even rake us for a ride if they got the chance. Each one has 
told his own story. But it’s difficult to rely on them.” 

I was irritaced. I said, “Let’s call it a day in that case. We’ll see 
what happens tomorrow. Don’t blame me any further. It may not 
even be necessary for me to be present in the court tomorrow. The 
judge may give his verdict ex parte after the statement of the witness. 
You better get ready for that.” 

“Oh, come on! You're getting angry now. We’ll tell you 
whatever we know. But we do not know how much of it the truth 
is. Listen to us.” 

They gave me an account of their version of the story. There 
was nothing new in it. Those things usually took place in a crime 
like this. No one could prove any of those things. Thus, it was easy 
to free the accused. 
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It was plain ro see that the allegations of the police were only 
a small part of what had actually taken place. It was obvious from 
the story narrated by the two men. There would be pandemonium 
in the courtroom if Neti Singh talked about all these. But was he 
going to say this much? He might even say some more dangerous 
things which these two might not be aware of. 

The three of us felt very helpless and ill at ease. Sweat broke 
out on my face and neck. One of them said, “All problems would 
be solved if that witness could be ‘eliminared’”. The other curled 
his lips and dismissed the idea, “How could you kill a witness who 
is under the special custody of the police?” 

“It could be done. We may have to shell out more than the 
usual for it.” 

“Money is of no concern. There’s no other way except to get 
rid of him.” 

He called a few numbers from my telephone. Disgusted, he 
banged the receiver down and said, “None of the rascals is available 
when we need them.” 

“Why don’t you contact that young hoodlum? He’s always 
to be found in his cave.” 

He dialed again. But there was no answer from chat place 
either. The two of them seemed defeated. They were restless. One 
of them said, “Sir, you’ve to do something. Otherwise, things will 
go out of our hands. We may not be able to handle them.” 

I had no idea what co do in the circumstances. 1 reassured 
them and saw them off saying that I needed some rime to think 
about the matter. I said, “We’ll see. Let him cell his piece. We’ll 
think of a way after that. Why should we get so worked up now?” 

One of them said, “You’re right! What has thar liar seen after all? 
What could he do to us? Let him speak first. We’ll see after that.” 

The two of them left. They seemed ro be somewhat relieved 
for the moment. 

I too looked at things from that perspective. Whar could a 
witness say? Why worry so much about it? 
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Evening fell. I moved around on the roof for a long time. I 
took rwo more cups of rea than was needed. No one at home asked 
me anything seeing that I was preoccupied. 

Icameand sat before the television. I kept on surfing the channels 
without seeing any programme in particular. My telephone rang at 
eleven. I was thunderstruck to hear the voice on the other side. 

The government counsel was saying, “Subrat Babu! We’re in 
trouble. What can we do? Perhaps you know that your clients come 
to meat times. They came to me now without telling you anything. 
I just saw them off. They have left a bag here in spite of my 
remonstrations. I’ve done a stupid thing by putting that witness on 
stand. I’m apprehensive about what he is going to say tomorrow. 
Ivea hunch thar he’s going to unmask us all. We’ve to do something 
during the course of the night. I was cold thar he’s snoring in che 
police station after having a good dinner. He doesn’t have to worry 
about anything. It will be clear from his statement tomorrow that 
the police have covered up ninety five per cent of the crime. I’ve no 
answer to provide if the court asks me for an explanation.” 

I knew the government counsel. I also knew how he took 
money from both che sides. I’ve often helped him do that. But his 
condition was no better than mine in this particular case. 

“I thought for a while and asked, “Bur che judge belongs to 
your village.” 

“I know what you’re hinting at. But that road is closed.” 

“Why don’t you make some more effort?” 

“Pve already tried. It might boomerang if I press any further.” 

“Did you talk to him over telephone?” 

“Yes. I had thought that he retired ro the bed early. But he 
picked up the phone just as it rang. I tried to make small talk with 
him. Bur he cut me our and said, ‘Is that witness all right in police 
custody? His statement would be recorded comorrow.’ I didn’t 
dare proceed any further. I rang the police station as per his desire 
to find our abour Neti Singh. The officer-in-charge has not as yet 
gone home. He’ll perhaps spend the nighc there. He was saying 
that a few journalists were moving outside the police station with 
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cameras in hand. They were drinking near a tree. They were lying 
in wait to know if something would happen.” 

The eagerness of the journalists was natural. They knew that 
my clients were all heavyweights. They were extremely resourceful. 
The journalists also knew about the bureaucrats, ministers and 
political leaders who were intricately woven with them. They were 
perhaps arguing about the culpability of the different parties. Who 
knows what was going to happen after the statement of that witness 
for the state? The opposition parties must also be waiting to take 
advantage of the situation. 

Would the ground slip from under the feet? Would the 
heavens fall? Would the Creation be devastated? 

I do not know how the night of thick, bad dreams passed. 
The telephone rang at dawn. 

Iwas not sure about the voice at the other end. But I could hear 
alot of noise in the background. Someone was trying to tell the tale, 
“Subrar Babu, the witness for the state cannot be traced. No one is 
able to say anything about him. The search is on for him.” 

The line was disconnected before I could say anything. 

My chest was thumping. I was only wondering. How did the 
concrete wall break? How did the iron grills melt? How could the 
witness go away from police custody? Was he abducted or did he 
vanish? How, how? 

I could see everyone’s face. Everyone was going into hiding. 
Everyone wanted that he should make his statement. Let truth be 
told for once in the history of mankind. Let everyone get a reprieve 
from the terrible truth. 

Neti Singh knew his importance and the dangers that faced 
him. He was prepared. But none of us was ready to face the sun of 
the next morning. 

Oh! It’s all for the best that Neti Singh vanished. 

Bloody liar! 
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The Annual Offering 


streets were deserted. Even the birds on tree branches had 
become subdued. 

The rickshaw puller pedaled as if he was scared. Something 
terrible like a headless body seemed to be hanging down from the 
skies. 

Siddhanath was stunned ro get the news early in the morning. 
He had lost his voice. He cold his wife, “It’s very urgent. I’m going 
to the village. Take care of the children.” 

She could not believe that Siddhanath was going to the village. 
But she dared not ask him anything looking at his pale face. 

Siddhanacth put a bag on his shoulder and left. He felt several 
shivers running down his spine as he travelled by bus. Against his 
‘wishes, he was repeatedly recalling a horrible scene that was going 
to unfold before him soon. 

- Bhobani Gantayat was no ordinary person. And a few people 
had the audacity to hack him into pieces on the streets in broad 
daylight! He had supposedly run for his life. And they chased him 
and hacked him into pieces. Finally, they decapitated his head from 
the torso! 


Ge heavy seemed to hang in the air that evening. The 
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Oh no! Siddhanath again broke into a cold sweat. 

The rickshaw took a turn on the street. 

He could see many people standing before his house in the 
semi-darkness. He paid off che rickshaw puller but it was difficult 
for him to move towards those people. A shiver ran down his spine. 
His throat was parched and someone seemed co pull his rongue 
from inside. 

A few people ran to him when they saw him. Some said, 
“Siddhanath Gantayat has arrived. Siddhanath has come.” 

Everyone’s gaze was fixed on him. 

A police inspector sat ona chair outside. Constables guarded the 
house. The inspector stood up when Siddanath reached the place. 

“ Are you Siddhanath Gantayat?” 

“Yes,” 

“We had sent you a wireless.” 

“Yes. I gor the message from the police station there.” 

Someone carried a cane chair for Siddhanath. Someone asked 
him co sit. 

The inspector told him, “Please rake a seat. 

“Is Bhubaneswar Gantayat alias Bhobani Gantayat your father?” 

“Yes.” 

“Do you suspect anyone for his murder?” 

Siddhanath remained silent. 

An elderly gentleman from among the crowd said, “Sir, he 
has come here after seven years. What does he know?” 

“I haven’t asked you anything. Please keep quiet.” 

Siddhanacth admired, “Nidhi Uncle is righ. I had to stay away 
because of family squabbles.” 

“So you have nothing to say in the macrter?” 

“No, Sir.” 

“We’ve sealed this house in your absence. The enquiry will 
be held in your presence. You’ve to come now co the police station 
with us and make a statement. That will be recorded. You’ll 
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identify the people we’ve arrested. You can take charge of the 
dead body if the post mortem is over in the meantime. Does 
anyone else live in this house?” 

“No.” 

“Come with me in that case. Raut, you two stay here and 
keep watch. Ask Banamali to get the jeep. Siddhanath Babu, come 
with me.” 

The matter could not be disposed of so easily. But Siddhanath 
Babu was in a trance by that time. Nothing mattered any more. 

The inspector said on the way, “1 know that this is a great shock 
to you. Apart from it, we’ve to consider your family background 
and Bhobani Babu’s prestige too. You would also have to carry out 
his last rites. Ill come to your house again in the morning. We’ll set 
everything right. I’ve not disclosed about the keys and the ring found 
on the body in my report. You’re an officer of che government. You 
know that you’re nor going co get these back until the disposal of the 
case once they come into our custody. But what can you do without 
the keys? Therefore, Ill pass them on to you at the police station 
now. We’ll settle the rest of the things tomorrow.” 

Siddhanacth understood the hint of che police inspector even 
amidst those storms. It was difficult to live with the burden from 
one moment co another. Tomorrow seemed to be in the distant 
future. He would think abouc it later when it arrived. 

Siddhanath looked at the inspector dumbly. There was no 
protest in his eyes. 

It was very late in the night by the time he returned co the house. 

His fingers shook while opening the lock on the front door. 
He had ro sign a paper shown co him by someone before he broke 
the seal. 

The heavy front door opened with a creaking noise. 

Siddhanath stepped inside. 

On one side, there were a few remembrances from che past 
coming at him beating cheir wings noisily and hooting along che 
way. On che other, there was the silent, trembling corso and the 
severed head inside the sack!! 
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The hulk of flesh on two pieces of bamboo bound by a rope 
was Bhobani Gantayat till the next morning - stubborn, arrogant 
landlord, the sole owner of all these properties! 

They put the bier in the courtyard and left. The dark courtyard 
seemed unfamiliar in the dead of the night. 

As Siddhanath turned his head, he discovered Nidhi Uncle 
and three other people from the neighbourhood ambling towards 
him silently. 

Nor even one of the four orange trees on the courtyard was 
left. No one was there in that deserted house. How would an orange 
tree have made any difference? 

“Siddhanath, my son ....” 

Italways sounded terrible when someone spoke suddenly in a 
dark night. 

Nidhi Uncle sat on the verandah leaning against a pillar. There 
was a turban on his head. He lowered his eyes and said, “Bhobani 
turned into an infidel. This house became disgraced the day he 
threw you out of this house. He snatched the rice bowls from 
people. He seized their land. Hardly anyone is to be found with 
whom he was not involved in litigation. He even seized a portion 
of my backyard. He kept a band of armed men as his henchmen. 
Finally, chey did this to him. Many people cursed him.” 

Siddhanath slumped on to the verandah on the opposite side. 
He pressed his head with his hands and closed his eyes for a while. 
He said softly, “Nidhi Uncle, tell me what we should do now?” 

“Things would have been different if you had not come. No 
one would have come near the house as people were very, very 
angry. Even the dead body would not have come from the hospital. 
Bur there’s nothing to worry. Who would carry a grudge against 
him now that he’s dead? Would his last rites not be performed? 
You open the lock and get inside. Let me go and find some people 
who would carry the bier. We have to cremate him tonight. The 
body might start decomposing any time. I hope you’re carrying 
some money with you.” 
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“All right, Nidhi Uncle. Everything will be done as you say.” 

Siddanath was perhaps in no condition to be perturbed by 
anything any longer. 

It was as if the hulk of flesh lying in the courtyard was a stranger 
tohim. The darkness inside and outside the house, the eerie silence 
that enabled him to listen to his own breathing, the lantern on the 
verandah that lighted the skies of his entire past — all these seemed 
to suck out his entire being from all sides. He would have believed 
any miracle that would have taken place before his eyes at that 
time. 

Siddhanath would nor have fainted in that interminable, deep 
moment even if the severed head and the torso would have joined 
together and Bhobani Gantayat materialized from inside the sack. 

Nothing of the sort happened. 

However, Siddhanath felt that something bore down on him 
from all sides. Someone was moving around che place. He might 
touch the person if he closed his eyes and moved his hands around. 
His blood might flow down like water from a thatched cottage if 
Siddhanath joined his palms to hold it. And the blood might 
overflow his palms. 

The hairs on Siddhanath’s body had stuck out like the quills 
of a porcupine. He didn’t blink his eyes. 

Had Bhobani Gantayat really slept there after being 
slaughtered? The man from whom he had never heard a word of 
endearment, who went away ona different path upon seeing him! 
He put the money for his study and other expenses on the floor 
like giving rice to a dog. He said as if he was talking to the walls, 
“Listen to me, Sidhia, there’s no need for you to come to me. Take 
care of your own family if you can. You've taken birth in my house. 
That should be enough for you. Pick the money up. Go and study 
anywhere you want.” 

Siddhanach’s hands turned inco fists. A fire seemed to flare up 
inside him till his eyes. He was sweating all over. 
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The boy who had lost his mother when he was seven years old 
survived with a father like that. That was more than enough. 
Bhobani Gantayat would have flung him over the walls like a dead 
bird if he had died. 

Bur why? Siddanath didn’t have an answer to this huge question. 
There was no longer any hope now to ger an answer too. But customs 
and tradition seemed to bear him down like a load of rocks. He had 
not looked at his face properly even once during his lifetime. Bur the 
moment was at hand for him ro perform his last rites. 

Siddhanath sat down on the verandah and tried to get a hold 
on himself. Somehow all his fears, anger, insults and hatred seemed 
to leave him suddenly. Nidhi Uncle came. Radhu Tiadi came. 
People arrived to carry the bier to the cremation ground. Other 
rites were performed. 

Siddhanath stood day and night in the heart of the flames cill 
the eleventh day after igniting the bier. He rurned pale. He tied a 
handkerchief ro his shaven head and looked like a stranger. 

One morning at dawn, he lit a lamp inside the cooking pot 
and floated it on water as he performed the rites for the dead. He 
stood in knee-deep water and broke the por with a stick. The 
earthen pot broke and was submerged in water. The lamp went 
outina flash. 

He thought that all lamps perhaps blowed our that way. All 
pots broke that way. 

The house was lonely again after four days. Everybody went 
his way. His family members had arrived before a week. The 
children loved that spacious house and the courtyard. His wife had 
liked the kitchen, the bed room and the area around che well. 

Only Siddhanath was ill ar ease. 

It was morning. Nidhi Uncle arrived. He had breakfast and 
tea. He said, “Sidhu, I came ro tell you one thing. You’re a service 
holder. You cannot stay here. You cannot offer shraadh every year 
too. Therefore, you should make the offering at Gaya before a 
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month in order to pay off the debts to your father. Your mother’s 
asthiis lying here for the past twenty five years. I reminded Bhobani 
several times. He didn’t listen to me.” 

Siddhanath had no comments to make. 

“The forefathers receive it directly if the offering is made at 
Gaya. Although I’ve not seen it, I’m cold that they manifest 
themselves if it is done. I had immersed the asthi(bones) of my father 
in the Ganges three years after Bhobani had carried the aschi of his 
uncle. I went to Gaya to make the offering. But nothing of the sort 
happened. It happens sometimes. Make the necessary arrangements 
quickly if you want to go. Be done with these things if you ask for 
my advice.” 

Siddhanath made calculations of the time and money needed for 
the purpose. It was decided that he would start on Tuesday with the 
asthiofhis father and mother hanging from his neck. He will immerse 
them in Ganga and make the offering at Gaya. This was the tradition 
from a long rime. What was the harm if he abided by it? Nothing more 
was needed co be done after char. That was che last rite. 

It didn’t take them long to locacre the shaven headed poor soul 
who had lost a parent recently whether it was Gaya or Prayag. It 
also didn’t rake them long to catch him in their nets under some 
pretext or the other. He looked defeaced at that time who would 
give in wichouc a protest. He was in no condition ac thac rime to 
treat a sorrow as sorrow or happiness as happiness. He only lifted a 
couple of tired eyes and looked whatever the matcer. He understood 
everything; and yet understood nothing. 

Siddhanacth was also in the same condition by the time he 
immersed the aschiand reached the Gaya railway station. It was not 
easy to give the slip co che Brahmins and clerks who waited there 
with cheir baits. 

One of them caughc hold of his arm and offered him co another 
person when he heard thar Siddhanach was from Orissa. He was a 
clerk. The Brahmins and the priests belonged ro a separate class. They 
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didn’t come to such along distance as the railway station. Oh yes, they 
were informed in advance when the visitor was a very wealthy or 
important person. They remained in waiting, decked up in their silks. 

The clerk made them sit on a horse drawn cart. It was dirty and 
smelling. They got down at an old two-storeyed building. There 
were large pillars inside the house. The floor was made of rocks. It 
looked very aristocratic. The furniture in the drawing room consisted 
of a chair, a bed spread and a bench. Anyone could sit anywhere. 

The voice of the owner could be heard from the courtyard, 
“Hey Mishra, where is he from?” 

“Orissa, Pandiqgi. From the land of Jagannath.” 

A bundle of yellowish paper wrapped in a cloth. It was long 
like the accounts book of a Marwari businessman. A man had carried 
it from inside. He was perhaps the Brahmin. He had a rotund shape. 
The effect of too much ghee in the food perhaps. The mouth was 
crimson with chewing paan. Round faced. 

Siddhanath stood with his hands folded. 

Panditji looked at the clerk. Both of them looked at 
Siddhanath from top down. The clerk said, “Panditji has arrived. 
Touch his feet, Sir.” 

Siddhanath bowed down and extended his hands towards 
his feet. 

Happily, Panditji ran his fingers over his head. He sat on the 
bed spread and opened the book. 

“Whar did you say your late father’s name was?” 

“Bhubaneswar Gantayat.” 

“All right.” 

He turned the leaves of the book. He came back to the 
beginning after some time. For a moment, Siddhanath worried 
that his father’s name might not be on the book. Let it not be there. 
What was the problem in writing it anew? 

But Siddhanath had heard in his childhood that his parents 
had come once to Gaya. Siddhanath had been born after his father 
had made the offering here to his father and returned home. 
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“Oh yes, it’s here. Bhubaneswar Gantat, son of Pitabas 
Gantat, village Lachhipur. Is this the one?” 

“Yes, Sir.” 

Panditji broke into a smug laughter showing his paan- 
stained ceeth. 

“This is the Chitragupta’s almanac. How won’t the name be 
here? Now your name will be recorded after thirty one years.” 

That was righc. Siddanath was thirty. 

“Come with me, Sir. Let me show you to your room. Mishra, 
this gentleman is an officer. Give him room number nine.” 

Room number nine. There was a fan, alight and a bed. It was 
a small room. The room was clean. Someone carried a mattress, a 
bed sheet and a pillow. A bucket and a mug were provided too. 
Siddhanath was asked what he would like to have for dinner. Quite 
good! Everything had been taken care of. 

The room was like an enclosed pot once the door was closed. 
It was strange that Siddhanath felt very calm once he hit the bed. It 
was all very quiet. The low noise made by the old fan wasn’t much 
of a distraction. Siddhanacth felt unburdened. Everything would 
be over the next day. 

His parents too might have come like this. They might have 
stayed in one of these rooms. Did they stay in room number nine too? 
Siddhanath wondered fora moment. His mind and body were at peace. 
As if someone was taking care of him as a child after a long time. He 
recalled a grief-stricken woman drenched in tears that took him into 
her lap and caressed him. He wanted to call her mother again. But he 
couldalso recall a huge man who flared up at the drop of a feather, who 
roared and hammered him for no reason. He again recalled the severed 
head and torso throbbing inside the sack. He felt unwell. He was scared. 
He didn’t want to address him as father. 

Siddhanath slept after swimming in fire and water for some 
time in this manner. Perhaps he slept peacefully for the first time 
after getting the news of the murder. It was a deep, peaceful sleep. 
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He woke up in the morning and prayed to Gadadhar. 
Gadadhar was the presiding deicy of Gaya. He finished his chores. 
He was feeling lightheaded and contented. He was drawing water 
from the well after his bach. He was wearing a dhoti and a wet 
towel had been tied to his head. The clerk came there and stood 
before him stupefied. He stared at him without blinking his eyes. 

Siddhanath smiled at him. He turned back and left the place 
hurriedly as if he had seen a ghost. 

These people were strange, Siddhanath thought. The clerk 
arrived with someone else after a little while. Both of them stared at 
Siddhanath. They were talking to each other. He was curious. 

“Whav’s the matter?” he asked. 

“Nothing. Nothing at all. You look very good in dhoti. But 
you’re wearing it like a Bengali. You would look even better if you 
wear it like us.” 

“Help me to wear it like you in that case.” 

The clerk raught him how to wear the dhoti the way they 
wore it. Both of them looked at him in amazement. They left the 
place without saying anything. Siddhanacth found their behavior 
to be strange. But where was the time to think about all these? 

They started early. The client, the priest and the clerk. They had 
alist of a thousand items to be bought for the offering. But everything 
had been arranged systematically. There was no problem anywhere. 
Siddhanacth felt that the clerk was somewhat more deferential towards 
him that day. Pandigi too showed his affection by often patting him 
on the back. They had kept on staring at him all along. 

Panditji held Siddhanath by his arm and took him inside che 
house before proceeding to the bank of che river. The carpet and 
furniture in his drawing room were expensive. 

“Please sit here for a moment. I’ll be back soon.” 

Siddhanath liked the oil painting hanging before him. He 
was a confident man of around forty five years. He had wonderful 
features. A great personality. 
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Panditji came and explained, “This is my father. This 
painting is about thirty years old. He passed away recently. All 
right... let us proceed.” 

Panditji sat on a mat on the bank of the river wearing a silk 
dhoti, two lines of Rudraksha necklace around his neck and sacred 
ashes on his forehead. Siddhanath felt he was not the same man 
that he had seen the day before who examined the record book. 
The forefathers would descend down cto the earth if this man 
ordered them co do so ... the gods themselves would descend. 
Siddhanath bowed his head cto him with reverence. 

Round balls made of flour had been kept on the leaves. Water 
from a por was being poured on the leaves. Sandalwood paste and 
flowers were being strewn. Mantras were being chanted ina loud voice. 
All these usual chores seemed to create an ethereal armosphere. 

The sun was beating down by that time. Pandigi was sweating 
all over. The cloth around Siddhanath’s shoulders had become wet. 

Siddhanath was feeling exhausted for some reason. He was 
very thirsty. He felt drained out. 

Panditji said, “Sir, remember your late father and pick up this 
water container. Say with me, ‘Shandilya gotrasya asmart pita 
Bhubanesar Gantact....” 

Siddhanath’s lips quivered. His hand shook. He could only 
recall thar sack containing the severed head and corso. He felt an 
urge to vomit. His eyes were filled with darkness. Thar oil painting 
hanging in the drawing room materialized before his eyes like a 
momentary dream. It seemed to have come alive. 

Pandicji said, “Pour the wacer.” 

Thac oil painting had mesmerized him and kept him under its 
spell as Siddhanath poured the water from the brass container. 

Siddhanath had co repeat the sentence several times while 
making the offering. But his mind was corally occupied by chat 
painting. He was feeling weak. He was in a mesmerized state. He 
performed the rites mechanically. 
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The offering was again made remembering his mother. He 
could recall his mother very clearly as if she was moving around 
him. Siddhanath’s hairs stood on their ends. Tears rolled down 
from his eyes. Siddanath poured water from the container and made 
the offering. 

“Ger up now. The rites are over.” 

The clerk bowed down and whispered to Siddhanath, “Pay 
your dues and touch his feet.” 

“Why are you telling all these things to him? You should know 
that he is one of us.” 

Siddhanath came to his senses suddenly. He puta five hundred 
rupee note at the Pandit’s feet and bowed down. 

Panditji put his hand on his head and said, “Get up, Sir. I’m 
not going to take anything from you. My forefathers seem to be 
contented with this shraadh today.” 

Siddhanath had been sitting on a rickshaw on his way back. 
He felt that a fog that had covered him had moved away. He felt 
that he had woken up from a deep slumber. He blinked his eyes. 
He recalled everything. His chest thumped. All the pieces of the 
jigsaw puzzle had come together. 

He could hear the voice of Nidhi Uncle, “The forefathers 
manifested themselves when the offering is made at Gaya.” 

Whose oil painting was that? 

The insides of Siddhanath were in a churn. Fire rolled down 
his eyes. He could nor avoid the prime question of his life bv 
covering his face. Neither could he courageously face such an easv 
solution to all the mysterious events of his life. 

The afternoon sun was blazing in the skies. Siddhanath was 
having a bath in the fire. Silent, helpless!! 
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King For The Nighe 


raised like the hood of a cobra. I could never compromise 

with defeat. I fought all the way. If I got defeated in anything, 
I could never sleep till I turned the tables and won it again. 

Thus, I was in my element at that time. I rained fire and had no 
respect for anyone or anything. I stared at people like an emperor. 

I was thirty at the time and was posted to a town surrounded by 
hills. It was a small town. There was a small market. There were only 
a few people on the streets. I was not known to anyone. I knew no 
one. But people walking on the streets stared at me as if they had 
known me for a long time. But I yearned for a fight. One of them 
came close to me. He looked at me in the eyes and smiled. 

“Who are you?” he asked. 

“Whar does it matter to you who I am?” 

“I’m talking decently to you. Why are you getting angry?” 

“Don’t try co get fresh with me. I don’t know you. There’s 
no need either for you to know me.” I turned my face away and 
headed for the main road. I thought I had got rid of the pest. 

Bur I had no idea that he was following me. He came very 
close to me. He showed his reeth stained with paan and said as if he 
had not been in the least offended by my words, “You're a very 
strange man indeed!” 


ik: extremely arrogant those days. My head always remained 
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I stared down at the man, who was six inches shorter than me 
and said, “Who’s strange? You or me?” 

“Now you’re talking! You, Sir, are a very nice man. You re a 
great man, I know. One can recognize you by your eyes. You look 
like a prince. This is king’s country. The kings and kingdoms are 
gone. We’re looking for a king.” 

I wanted co laugh. I thought he was trying to praise me after 
being defeated. I liked to hear it. 

“Whav’s the reason for your visit?” he asked. 

I didn’t want to cell the truth for fear his dreams would be 
shartered. I had already shartered several dreams of several people. 
Everything that came my way was destroyed when I set out to 
conquer the world. Bur the short-statured man seemed ro me to be 
very simple, frank and slightly stupid. It may be assumed therefore 
that I showed mercy and let him alone. He might feel sad if I said 
that I was no prince. He might even start weeping. Therefore, I 
didn’t say anything. 

We had moved to one side of the street. A few other people 
like him came and stood near us as if they were gratified to stand in 
my company and seek my protection. 

I thought this was how the people in small towns conducted 
themselves. That man made some supplications with his hands 
folded. But I had paid no artention to those things. I had only 
looked on contentedly. 

A jeep arrived at this time. A short, fat man came out and 
greeted me. 

“Sir, what are you doing here?” 

“Why? Whavr’s the problem?” 

“Please come with me, Sir. We’ll go to the palace and talk there.” 

Iconsidered it right to agree. 

But I had no idea who the man was. I could guess that he 
knew me well. He showed a great deal of respect for some reason. 

I thought he was some kind of an officer posted there. 
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I looked at the man who was searching for a king. I smiled at 
him and moved cowards the jeep. 

They had been looking on as if they had been gratified. 

“Sir, my name is Amiya. I’ve joined here as the Additional 
Tehsildar since about four months.” 

He didn’t find any change of expression in me. He continued, 
“Sir, I was your student at Brahmapur. My name is Amiya Chatterjee. 
I was playing football. Along with Dilip, Manu and others.” 

“Oh yes. You were a right winger.” 

“Yes, Sir.” Amiya was very happy as I could recall his name. 

“When did you come, Sir?” 

“Two days ago.” 

“Where are you staying?” 

“I’ve been provided a room in che palace till I find a place 
for myself.” 

“The college has been moved to the palace now.” 

“Yes.” 

“We’ve reached the palace. Where are you staying, Sir?” 

“In che entire palace, let us say.” 

We were going up the wide stairs to the first floor as we talked. 

Amiya said, “This is the Durbar Hall. This is the pantry. The 
king’s swimming pool is below the pantry. Have you seen it yet?” 

“No.” 

“You're staying in the room in that corner, no? That was the 
king’s personal rest room.” 

We entered inside after opening the lock. Amiya looked at 
everything in amazement. The darkness of the evening was 
crystallizing inside the room. It seemed very lonely and quierc. I 
struck a match ro light the lamp. The sound reverberacred for some 
time in thar stillness. The marble floor as also the painted walls and 
roofs could be seen in the light of the lamp. 

I had joined two benches and made a bed for myself. My 
suitcase, books and a water por were on another bench. All the 
other rooms were empty. 

“This is the bathroom. Where does this door lead to?” 
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“It has been sealed with nails. Gopal, the guard, says that it 
leads to the queen’s chamber. But what do 1] have to do with the 
queen’s chamber? I’m no king.” 

Amiya understood the joke but could not enjoy it. He tried to 
smile lamely. He looked around the next moment as if he was 
frightened. 

He pointed to another door near the bathroom and asked, 
“Where does this door lead to, Sir?” 

“I’ve no idea. That too is sealed. Gopal told me that a circular 
staircase beyond the door leads one to the ground floor. There is a 
road from there to the western gate of the palace. Only a few people 
knew of its existence.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The king went incognito on a round of the town in the dead of 
night if he wanted. No one knew about it. And women could be 
smuggled in through that door for the king’s entertainment if he so 
desired. The door was more often used for the latter than the former.” 

Amiya was still not amused. 

Isat down on the bed and removed my shoes. I didn’t have to 
go outside again. Gopal would get the food from the hotel at nine 
in the evening. He would talk to me for some time and then leave 
for the sentry’s quarters outside the main gate of the palace. 

I indicated to Amiya to sit near me. He sat after hesitating for 
a moment. He stared at me for some time and said, “You're staying 
all by yourself in this huge palace. Aren’t you scared?” 

“Why, no! Am I a child? You would be a few years younger 
than me. Would you be scared to stay here alone?” 

“No, no, Sir! I will not stay alone in this house at night even if 
someone paid me a thousand rupces. My God! One would die of 
fright if he stayed here alone at night.” 

I wanced co laugh secing his frightened face. “Hey Amiya, 
what’s wrong with you? How do you work as an officer when 
you’re so scared of such things?” 
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I patted him somewhat harder than necessary on his back. He 
winced and said, “Ah!” Burt his looks and voice betrayed his fright. 

“You’ve slept two nights here. Haven’t you felt anything? 
Imean...” 

“I understand. You’re talking about ghosts, aren’t you? I 
would have seen them if I wanted to. They won’t appear if I do not 
want co see them. T hey are all products of a weak mind.” Amiya 
still looked frightened. 

I wanted very much to have some fun with him, to scare him 
by telling some lies. 

“I haven’t seen anything till now... but...” 

I became grave. 

I could hear Amiya’s rib cage banging against his chest. 

“What do you mean?” 

“I was reading by the lamp last night at about ten. I felt...” 

Amiya moved slightly towards me on the bed. He would have 
fainted if I had caught hold of his arm suddenly. He was in a very 
nervous state. 

“I thought that this room was full with the fragrance of very 
expensive perfume. It was quite obviously imported perfume.” 

“Oh really, Sir? What did you do after that?” 

“Nothing. I didn’t bother about it in the least. I continued 
to read.” 

“You’re great, Sir. Anyone else would have fled in fright.” 

“Buc I didn’t run away. On the other hand, I lowered the 
flame of the lamp and closed my eyes to sleep. I waited...” 

“Sir, how could you do so? I cannot believe it.” 

“But Amiya, nothing else happened after that.” I disappointed 
him by ending che story there. But I freed myself from being caught 
in the nec. I might have told him many imaginary things otherwise. 
He was somewhat reassured and stood up to leave. I put on my 
sandals to see him off. 

“You don’t have to take the trouble, Sir,” he said. But I could 
clearly see that he wanted me co accompany him till the courtyard. 
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I patted him on the back and lit the torch to show the way. He 
was startled by che slightest sound. I could feel the tremors he was 
experiencing. He left in his jeep. I walked up the stairs slowly and 
reached my room. My hair stood on end the moment I entered the 
room. The room was full of the fragrance of expensive perfume. 

1 tried to dismiss the matter from my mind. I moved the beam 
of the rorchlight around me. 

“Damn it!” I was angry with myself. I hit my legs forcefully 
on the floor. I sat cross legged on the bed as if meditating. All my 
limbs were taut. My teeth were clenched. I was determined to tackle 
anyone who came before him. 1 thought someone was calling 
someone else at a distance. The sound might have come from the 
bustee nearby. I could hear approaching footsteps. My hair again 
stood on end. I rose to tackle anything that might be coming. 

Gopal stood at the door. My blood began circulating normally 
again. My limbs recovered their agility. I sat down on the bed ina 
heap. I shook my legs. I wanted to smile. 

But I stood straight all of a sudden. I asked, “Gopal, can you 
smell a fragrance?” 

“Oh that! I could know from the doorstep. This is a known 
fragrance. How has that fragrance come again to this place? Have 
you brought this perfume with you?” 

“You’re stupid! I never use perfuime. I don’c even use fragrant 
oil. The smell of the hospital comes from my soap - I use Lifebuoy.” 

“What about this fragrance then?” 

He looked at me with terrified eyes. He was sitting on the 
floor in his own style. His chin rested on his knees. He was caressing 
the floor with his fingers. The marble floor felt smooth perhaps. 
He liked to touch it. 

“The fragrance has changed now. When I saw off my guest 
some time ago, the fragrance was much stronger. 

Gopal was smiling slyly at me. Shyly, he said, “I’1I tell you 
something, Sir. Please don’t get angry with me. I was startled out 
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of my wits when I saw you the day before yesterday. You’re looking 
exactly like our king, the Raja Saheb! The same features — nose, 
eyes, smile, everything. Now the fragrance too has come back. I 
believe you’re having fun at my expense. The fragrance is coming 
out of your body.” 

“Shut up! Don’t talk nonsense. Tell me what you know. Are 
you familiar with this fragrance?” 

“Sir, can one forget this fragrance? The king liked it very much. 
He imported it from outside. It was very expensive.” 

“Bur you’ve brought the chapattis so early today. They’lI be 
cold. I’m not going to eat just yet.” 

“No Sir, this is the empty box. I’ll go now to get your dinner. 
There isa Muslim bawarchi. He has a hotel. He’s an old man who 
has been around here for along rime. He makes wonderful parathas 
and mutton curry. Ill ger them for you if you agree. He makes use 
of special spices and worked for the king earlier.” 

Iagreed. I was about to take money out from my pocker when 
Gopal said, “Let me get ic. You eat first. We’ll pay him later.” 

He caressed the floor again and stood up. 

I felt very stable and relaxed after Gopal left. I had a wash in 
the bathroom. Curiously, I smelt my arm. I smiled co myself, 
“Damn the Raja Saheb!” 

Istarted preparations for the following day’s class with the lamp 
on my bed. I could see the college. The students floated into my view. 
A clever face and bright eyes could be seen among them. Good! All the 
labour seemed ro be justified because of that one boy. 

I was again distracted and could again hear che approaching 
foorsteps. I got a hold on myself just as a shiver was about to run up 
my spine. Gopal had arrived perhaps. 

It was Gopal indeed. He put the cable near the bed wich a glass 
of warer. He wiped che plate clean and opened the tiffin carrier. 1 
sat up straight mesmerized by che strange aroma of the food. 
“Gopal, this looks wonderful. Is it going to taste as good?” 
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Gopal was smiling at me contentedly. I smelled the paratha. It 
was made of very good quality ghee. The fragrance of the mutton 
curry was even better. My mouth watered. I started eating. Gopal 
was no longer there when I raised my face after a while and looked 
around. It was strange. 

He showed his face from outside the door and said, “I’m here, 
Sir. Finish your dinner.” 

Oh, that was perhaps the tradition of the palace. But how 
could he go out so quickly? 

All right... let him be outside... I should finish the dinner 
first, I thought. 

I was busy eating for some time and felt like a king indeed 
while eating. One only needed the mood to be a king. Lineage, 
prestige and power were not necessary for that. 

Perhaps I rose in the same style after eating. The dhoti had 
been slightly raised. My steps were somewhat longer than necessary. 
I would not have objected if women servants had materialized at 
the time to serve me. 

Gopal had held the towel in both hands as if he was extending 
a plate of offering as I came out of the bathroom after washing my 
hands. I did not feel anything unusual in that. He had removed the 
rable and had made the bed quietly. 

I sat on the bed in a manner to convey the impression that I 
was sitting ona throne. I had bent one leg while sitting on the bed 
and leaned on my left hand. The role would have been complete if 
I had run my right hand over my moustache. 

I slapped my thigh and said, “Gopal! What lovely food you 
brought today! I’m extremely pleased. Get the purse from my 
pocket. Pay as much money to that bawarchi as he wants.” 

Gopal stood there humbly, scratching his head. 

“Huzoor....” 

“Why do you address meas ‘Huzoor’?” 

“No Sir. It comes automatically. I feel like addressing you 
as ‘Huzoor’.” 
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“Save the old oil! How much would that bawarchi take?” 

“He won’t take any money. He has seen you, Huzoor. He 
called me aside from the street and said, ‘Hey Gopal! Raja Saheb 
has come back! Haven’t you seen?” 

“I told him everything. He didn’t listen to me. He said, ‘You 
know nothing. Take the food today.’ He has prepared the food 
himself. He has taken infinite care. He says he won’t accept any 
money, Huzoor...Sir.” 

I was in an awkward situation. There was no way out. 

“All right. Take me to that bawarchi tomorrow. III talk to 
him. You may go now. There is nothing else for you to do.” 

Gopal stood his ground. 

“What happened? Why are you standing? Do you want to 
say something?” 

“Huzoor ... Sir, I'll sleep outside the door if you agree. You 
can call me if you need anything.” 

“Hey ... I’ve already slept two nights here. I get up in the 
morning once I sleep. I won’t need anything. You can go.” 

He looked at me supplicatingly. My royal mood returned. 

“All right, Gopal. Huzoor permits you to sleep here. Ha, 
ha, ha!” 

His face brightened in the light of the lamp. 

“Nor here, Huzoor. Ill sleep on the verandah outside. I’m 
not going to sleep. III be guarding your room.” 

“All right!” 

He walked backwards rill he was out of the room. I was amused. 
My fingers smelled of pure ghee and mutton curry. I moved around 
the room happily for some time. I looked at the watch. It was only 
eight thirty. I sat down to read. Burt I could not concentrate. I was 
feeling lightheaded and felt as if I was swimming in the breeze. 

There was a chill in the air. I thought the moon would rub 
against me if I went up on the roof. The breeze would have the 
fragrance of some unknown forest. But where was the roof there? 
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I opened the book again sitting on the bed. But my mind was 
elsewhere. My imagination was running wild. Had that bawarchi added 
some intoxicant to the mutton curry? Or some tasty, fragrant wine? I 
smiled to myself and looked at the book again. My mind swam like an 
uncontrolled wind. It was somewhere else. I could see the muddy road 
of my village in the rains. The thatched houses on our street... 

Rukuna Bhauja was our neighbour. She was very fair and had 
sharp features and long eyelashes. She called my mother aunty. 

“Auncy, your son will be a king some day.” 

“Ler him get along in life somehow. Let him live long. Thar’s 
all char I ask of the gods.” 

Mother did not live long enough to see anything. Nor did 
Rukuna Bhauja. I too never became a king. 

I could again smell the aroma of thar paratha and mutton 
curry. I thought Gopal opened the tiffin box again. Silently, I fell 
back to the childhood days again. My aunt was parting me on the 
back and saying, “Eat the rice, my son. Eat the cream. You’ll earn 
loads of money. You’ll be a king in a palace.” I was eating watered 
rice and spinach sitting on a mac. I was getring late for school. 

My aunt did not live long enough ro see this. I too didn’ eat 
cream. But I was destined to live in a palace for a day. That came 
to pass. 

I was inclined ro laugh. I came out from the depth of water to 
the bright reality outside. I looked at my watch. It was nine thirty. 

An hour had passed in the meantime. I closed the book and 
spread my limbs on the bed staring at the roof. The painting on the 
roof could be seen in the light of the lamp. I could also see the 
painting on the walls around me. 

The eyelids were heavy. I could again see the drawing room of 
our house. The walls were made of mud. I had drawn pictures on 
those walls with a piece of chalk. King Ramachandra held a bow in 
his hand and wore a crown. Hari Bhai was happy ro see my drawing. 

“Why didn’t you make him sit on a throne? Sita would have 
sac on his left. Laxman would have stood behind them.” 
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Iinterrupred him, “Have I ever seen a throne?” He had laughed 
loudly for some reason. My eyes had closed. I was perhaps dozing 
off. Did I sleep for some time? 

My eyes opened wide suddenly. Everything looked hazy. The 
wick of the lamp had been lowered. Gopal had done that perhaps. 
Icould smell that fragrance again. It moved around in the air. 

Shivers ran down my spine. The birds of sleep flew away. But 
I dismissed everything from my mind. I wiped clean the goose 
pimples that had formed on my body. I inhaled the fragrance 
normally and exhaled it. 

I slept the same way on the bed and moved my eyes around. 
The doorstep was dark. I could see a shadow clearly there. I was 
thunderstruck for a moment. I shouted, “Gopal!” 

“Yes Sir,” che shadow answered. 

It was Gopal who stood at the doorstep. I said with some 
confidence in my voice, “Can you smell the fragrance again?” 

“Yes Huzoor. That’s nothing. Go to sleep.” 

I felt reassured by his words. 

I accepted the fragrance as nothing unusual. I closed my eyes. 
Strangely, I went off to sleep. 

Someone seemed to be picking me up very slowly and 
affectionacely from out of my deep sleep. I felt the surroundings 
without opening my eyes. I could discern a very faint fragrance. 
Very feminine. 

It was noc in the least like Mahabhringaraj or Cantharidine 
oil. Someone seemed to be near me wearing a load of flowers on her 
head. As soft as silk and as light as the clouds. The intimate smell of 
feminine cosmetics was overwhelming. The wonderful fragrance 
of a feminine body and sweat had me enthralled. 

I lay there with my eyes closed. My eyelashes fluttered. The 
pupils moved inside the closed eyes. My breathing had slowed. My 
limbs were tauc. But I did not open my eyes. 

I thought one side of my body felt warm. Was a woman 
sleeping very quietly near me with a load of flowers in her hair? 
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Shivers ran down my spine yet again. Was another soft heart beating 
beside mine? My wife, who was as beautiful as a princess and just as 
shy in her conduct! But she was not this woman! This fragrance 
was also not the same as that. 

My chest thumped. My face was warm. I'll not lose, come 
what may. I rose suddenly from the bed. 

My vision was still hazy. A few scenes appeared fora moment 
and dissolved into darkness. But the fragrance of that woman still 
hung in the air. I rested my face on the vacant part of the bed. It felt 
soft like dew. But there was no fragrance. 

There was no possibility of any further sleep. I looked at the 
watch. It was two thirty in the morning. I wanted to go outside 
and take a look at Gopal. But I put on my slippers and went inside 
the bathroom. The fragrance hung there too. It was dark inside 
and I felt very weak. I wanted to shout. 

But many fragrant fans cooled me down. My hair stood on 
end. I stood there leaning against the walls of the bathroom. 

I breathed normally after a long time. The fragrance was no 
longer there and I was no longer afraid. I scattered water on my face 
to refresh myself. But I was feeling very tired. As if all the blood 
had drained out of my body. 

I walked on unsteady fect and returned to sit on the bed. I 
dozed while sitting but did not sleep any longer. I opened my eyes 
sometime later to discover that it was dawn. The old familiar morning 
breeze came inside — pure, thin and odourless. It was the time when 
I went outside for my morning walk. It was five in the morning. 

Icame out of the bathroom after a wash and wore my jogging 
shoes. Gopal was no longer there on the verandah. He had left. 
How could he go away like thar? 

It was a wide and lonely street. I had run for some distance on 
thar street the day before. But I was still feeling under the weather 
that morning. 

It was daylight by the time I returned. Someone bowed to me 
at the main gate of the palace. 
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“Who are you?” 

“Sir, I’m che guard of the palace.” 

I fell from the skies. He was a shortish man. I had never seen 
him before. 

“Where is Gopal?” 

“Gopal? What Gopal? There is no Gopal here, Sir.” 

“Do you mean ...?” 

I started to tremble. I would have fallen down in a moment. 
That man was saying, “Sir, you went out at dawn for your walk. I 
thought Raja Saheb himself had come out of the palace.” 

I would have shouted, “Shut up!” 

My throat was parched. A man came out of the sentry room at 
this time and was about to go back again. 

In an agitated voice, I pointed my finger towards the man, 
“Who is that fellow? Call him.” 

The man seemed frightened as he came to me. I could not 
make a mistake in recognizing him. 

“Gopal ....” 

The guard interrupted me and said, “He is not Gopal, Sir. 
His name is Nakul.” 

I shook the man by his shoulders. I told him in one breath, 
“Why didn’t you tell me that you are not Gopal? Why did you cell 
a lie? Did you sleep last night outside my room or not? Did you 
bring parathas and mutton curry from the Muslim bawarchi last 
night or not? Do you know what happened last night or not?” 

The short man smiled, “You’re getting angry about nothing, 
Sir. This fellow is Nakul. Gopal was with Raja Saheb. He has been 
dead for a long time. What can Nakul say?” 

My hand slipped from his shoulder. He looked at me wide- 
eyed. I was feeling defeared for the first time. I had been staring in 
amazement at Gopal alias Nakul, speechless. Nothing was visible 
clearly to me even in the sunlight in the morning. 
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Never Dead 


ct was difficult to guess the time of the night in the faint 
moonlight. 

Burt it was getting to be very quiet. Even the breeze blew far 
more gently. As if it was terrified of something. 

The two of us sat quietly on our roof — Shekhar and myself. He 
had come after a long time without any information in advance. 1 
was definitely happy to see him. But he looked sombre. I thought he 
had come with a serious problem and took him ro the roof therefore 
to give him an opportunicy to unburden himself. He started his story 
immediately after we were seated as if he was waiting for the moment. 

I stretched myself out on the chair to listen to a long story. 

Shekhar started, “Listen to me, Amar. I haven’c come co cell 
you some story. You might say that I’ve come to seek your advice 
about something that has been bothering me. It’s all very strange. A 
very weird situation for me that has made me extremely ill at ease.” 

I hid my feet under che chair and sat up straight when I heard 
him speak thus. 

He started abruptly, “It’s about a girl. She would be between 
twenty and twenty five years old. Her name is Arundhati. She’s 
educated. I had come across her occasionally in che locality where I 
live. But I had never paid her much attention. 
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“ Arundhati could not be called beautiful. She was just an 
ordinary girl. You could easily miss her in a crowd. 

“This girl arrived at my doorstep one day our of che blue. I 
was leaving hurriedly for a meeting ac that time. It was about five 
thirty in the evening. The meeting was scheduled co be held later in 
the evening. 

“She had come alone and knew for certain that I lived on my 
own in that house. And the time was noc right too. The night was 
to descend on us in no time. 

“I showed no interest in her. I tied che laces on my shoes and 
hurriedly closed the door from outside. As I was abouc co lock che 
door, I could hear her voice from behind, ‘I’m really sorry. I’m 
perhaps disturbing you. Bur I’ve no other option. I believe chat 
you’re the only person who will be able to save me.’ 

“I replied without turning rowards her, ‘Why? I do not 
know you. You're mistaken. I won’t be able to help you in any 
way. I’m sorry! 

“I locked the door and pur the key in my pocket. As I turned 
around, I found che girl standing with her head lowered. A rickshaw 
turned around che corner with its bell ringing. Not many people 
lived in that area of che town. I lived on the ground floor of che 
house on rent. A Telugu family lived on che first floor. They had 
two children. Mr. Ramayya worked somewhere in the crown. I was 
not closely acquainted with him either. We just said ‘hello’ when 
we passed each ocher. 

“The girl perhaps lived at the turn of the street. I had often 
seen her there while going co the otfice. She might be working 
somewhere too. She might be staying in a rented house. She may 
havea family or she might be staying on her own. Forget it... whar 
did ic macrter to me? 

“I sidestepped her and moved towards the screet. 

“Kalyani cold me thar you knew her. Kalyani Chhorray ... 
wife of Mahendra Ransingh,’ she said. 
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“I stopped in my tracks. It was already six months since Kalyani 
had died. A shiver ran from my head to toe. 

“I looked straight ahead and asked, ‘How did you know 
Kalyani?’ 

“She was my classmate. We were studying in the B.A. together 
at Sai College. I took a job after that. The reason was... let it go... 
that is beside the point. I could not be in touch with her after thar. 
She studied for two more years before taking a job herself. She 
invited me to her wedding the year before last. I was not able to 
attend it. She died in an accident six months ago. Leave it... all these 
details do not mean anything. Bur she’s constantly after me now. 
I’m seeing a terrible dream every night at 12.30 p.m. in a semi- 
conscious state. Kalyani is telling me many things even as I struggle 
to keep my balance on the edge of a cliff. She’s weeping, laughing 
and babbling in turn, and at times, she’s quite violent. She’s telling 
me repeatedly that her husband will pull her into the deep abyss 
from the edge of the cliff. She has been talking about you for the 
past few days. She has told me that your name is Shekhar Sharma. 
She has also told me that you’re staying ina rented house at the turn 
of the street. You know her and her husband Mahendra Ransingh 
very well. She’s not able to come to you as she says that you’re a 
tantric and she’s not able to penetrate your defence. She’s using me 
as a medium. She will leave me alone if 1 can convey her message to 
you. Otherwise, my death is inevitable. It’s up to you now.’ 

“The evening was upon us. I thought that someone had caught 
me in her grip. I was really frightened. You know that I don’ get 
scared easily. But I admit that I felt weak in my legs after listening 
to the girl. The girl told me several things to amaze me. She was 
certainly not telling me lies. Perhaps she knew my name from my 
name plate outside the door. But how could she know that I knew 
Mahendra and Kalyani? I was the most amazed when she said that 
Kalyani referred to me as a tantric. A soul without a body could 
not pierce my defence to touch me! 
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“1 looked at the girl and asked her, ‘All right. What’s your 
name? What do you do? Who are the people you live with?’ 

“She was silent. She stiffened all of a sudden, raised her face 
and glared at me. Then she laughed hysterically. 

“My name? Ha, ha, ha, ha ... how can you ask what my name 
is, Shekhar Babu? I’m Kalyani ... Kalyani Chhotray.’ Then she 
shrieked, ‘I’m Kalyani Chhotray.’ 

“Two men and a woman arrived hastily at this moment and 
caught hold of her. 

“One of them looked apologetically at me and said, ‘Please 
forgive us. She’s not under control.’ 

“They took her away. They were perhaps her father, mother 
and brother. 

“I could not go to the meeting that evening. 

“I stood there for some time and returned to my house. 

“I switched on the lights and sat on the sofa. I was repeatedly 
reminded of Mahendra Ransingh and Kalyani Chhotray. They had 
fallen in love and married. I was in no way concerned with that. 
But I thought Mahendra Ransingh was no match for Kalyani the 
moment I laid my eyes on the couple. I had not been able to 
understand how a sophisticated girl like Kalyani had fallen in love 
with Mahendra. I had seen Kalyani at the time of my marriage. She 
was distantly related to me as a sister-in-law. At thar rime, she was a 
thin and fair girl wearing a frock. She was young and beautiful and 
wanted ro have some fun at my expense. Bur she had not found any 
encouragement looking at my grave countenance. 

“She had whispered in Mita’s ears loud enough for me to hear, 
‘Why is your husband sitting like a headmaster? How are you going 
to live with this block of wood?’ 

“All rhe girls of her age had burst out laughing. Mita too. 

“I heard sometime later that Kalyani’s marriage had been fixed. 
Ihad nor seen her in years. There was no scope for that. 
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“We decided co attend the marriage. I could not believe my 
eyes when I saw Kalyani there. 

“I stared at her even without being aware of it. 

“I could hear someone laughing. Kalyani was saying, ‘Why 
are you gaping like that, Shekhar Babu? You married outside your 
caste as you fell in love with Mita! Whatr’s the point now in pining 
away for others?’ 

“Mahendra Ransingh would certainly noc have liked the joke. 

“I lost touch with her for about two years after that. I had 
heard that Kalyani had died when she fell from the edge while 
looking at a waterfall at Malkangiri. 

“I had a feeling somehow that it was not an accidenr. 

“There was no connection with Mahendra after that. It was 
only co be expected.” 

Shekhar stared in one direction for some time without saying 
anything. He came out of the deep waters and said, “Amar, this is 
the background. Listen to me now. 

“It was about nine thirty the same evening when someone 
knocked on my door. I thought thar the hotel boy had perhaps brought 
my dinner. But I found one of the rwo men who had taken thar girl 
with them when I opened the door. He was perhaps her brother. 

“I would not have disturbed you so late at night if che 
situation were not urgent.’ 

“I waiced silently. 

®“ Arundhati became her normal self in a short while after 
reaching home. But she insists thar she must see you. She’s being 
very stubborn about it. She’s getting out of control gradually and 
wants to tell you something. Either she or the one that has possessed 
her wants to convey some message to you. We’ve called Narahari 
Nanda, a well-known cancric around here. He’s holding a puja in 
our house. He too wants you to come to our house for some time. 
He assures you that no harm will come to you. Of course, we’ve no 
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right to make such a request. But we beseech you to save Arundhati. 
It’s up to you to decide.’ 

“He stood till then and wept with his head lowered. He waited 
for my response. 

“I felt really uncomfortable and was restless too for some 
reason. Tremors ran through me and I broke into a sweat. 

“I stood up as if someone had whipped me. I said, ‘Let us go.’ 

“We locked the door and set out.” 

Shekhar stopped. 

Itoo held my breath and waited expectantly. I was apprehensive 
that something untoward would have happened after thar. I had 
an intense desire to admonish him, “Stupid fellow! Why did you 
have to meddle in the affair?” 

But I waited without saying anything. We had been 
surrounded by the darkening night. Even the walls and fences had 
their ears pricked to hear what was coming next. Shekhar stood up 
all of a sudden. He put his hands in his pockets and moved around 
fora while. Then he slumped into the chair before me as if he had 
come co a decision. 

“I know, Amar. You must think that I was an idiot to get into 
this affair. But you must believe me that I didn’t have an option. I 
was suddenly feeling ill and thought my body had been bound by 
an invisible and sticky plant. A lump in my throat seemed to be 
choking me and I could noc gulp. My breathing had become faint 
and I was in no situation to think coherently. I would have been 
startled out of my wits if someone had rouched me at the rime. 

“I had guessed correctly. Their house was located at the turn 
on the street. It was a very old one-storeyed house. There were two 
dense trees in front of the house. A bulb glowed faintly over che 
door. The light was just enough to show the path... ic seemed co be 
submerged in darkness. 

“I was abour to rake off my shoes act che doorstep by force of 
habic. But he signalled to me co say char it was noc necessary. He 
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opened the door and invited me inside. The gentleman was not 
able to say anything out of embarrassment. 

“I sat ona wooden bench on the verandah and felt exhausted 
enough to go to sleep. But I was fully conscious and was perhaps 
more conscious than was needed. All my limbs were wide awake. 

“There was perhaps a passage room beyond the door. No sound 
could be heard from inside. Bur I could smell the fragrance of incense 
sticks burning. Something else was also burning inside the room. 

“I was constantly moving the toes inside my shoes. I was 
holding on to the edge of the bench in a tight grip. 

“One side of the door opened silently. I stood up immediately. 
Two people came out. They closed the door again. A lamp burned 
inside the room. Nothing much was visible in the dim light. I was 
in no condition to see anything too. 

“The unknown man was perhaps the tantric. Narahari Nanda. 
He did not look all that terrible. Even then, I could not accept him 
as a normal person. He was shaven-headed and his body was bare 
above the waist. A few strings of necklaces were around his neck 
and he wore a pair of spectacles. 

“He said softly as if he was conveying a secret, ‘It’s good that 
you’ve come. Don’t be afraid at all. I’m there. Nothing is going to 
happen to you. I can drive her away if I want with a few lashes of this 
live whip of tamarind tree. But she’s not making any trouble. If she 
goes away without any fuss, I’lI seal the body of this girl and this 
house from all sides. She cannot enter again. Come with me and take 
a seat ona chair. Let her say her piece first. All of us will be there. II 
do what is necessary if she gets aggressive. The girl will be free to lead 
a normal life if we help her. Take off your shoes and come with us.’ 

“My hands trembled when I took off my shoes. All my limbs 
experienced tremors. My chest thumped. I would not be able to 
say why and how I had entered the circumference of those tantric 
manoeuvres. But I’m telling you the truth, Amar. I was being pulled 
into it without being aware of the situation. 
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“The scene inside was very solemn. Drawings had been made on 
the floor with coloured powder. A lamp was burning. Smoke was 
coming out of an incense pot on the right hand side. Another similar 
pot was also on the left emitting smoke. A light fog seemed to be 
hanging under the roof. A hibiscus flower lay on the coloured powder. 

“I sat on a chair to the left of Narahari Nanda. He sat cross 
legged on a mat on the floor. 

“Sharma Babu, you’rea Brahmin. You're educated too. There’s 
no magic in what you’re going to see. This is an art ... it’s known as 
black magic in the villages. But knowledge about it has come from 
our sacred scriptures. The art of rancrais extremely difficult. One is 
able to get the gods and goddesses to do his bidding through mantras 
and enchantment. One is able to enjoy the best of both worlds 
through its practice. Ghosts can be brought under control. Enemies 
can be decimated. Six different rites have been prescribed under the 
Varahi Tantra. This secret art remains confined between the guru and 
the disciple. The art is fading out gradually. A few sahibs had got 
wind of it and came looking for me. They tried to entice me. I refused 
to meet the infidels. I know chat the goddess will respond if I call her. 
Ghosts and ghouls will instantly desert the place if I raise my hand to 
lash them. I’ve entered the bodies of dead men and won over the 
goddess of the cremation ground. I fear no one by the grace of my 
guru. I tell you all these things to assure you that you should have no 
fear. And don’t despise this art.’ 

“That indeed gave me great confidence. I thought I would 
wait and see what happens. I could not go back after coming all this 
way. Besides, this man is around. He seems to know his onions. 
One could depend on him. 

“I breathed more easily. Bur I was still apprehensive that 
anything might happen anytime. 

“Suddenly, I jumped a few inches into the air on hearing a 
shriek. Narahari Nanda had shrieked like that and thrown some 
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rice forcefully at the hibiscus flower. He chanted a few mantras 
which were unintelligible. 

“He looked different. He swayed from his waist upward like 
a cobra with a raised hood. He threw some resin into the fire. The 
fireleapr up. He threw rice at the hibiscus flower again and ordered, 
‘Go. Go to your cage! Go ...! 

“The flower came alive even as I watched. The petals opened 
wider and it started moving. It jumped suddenly of its own accord 
and fell inside a square drawn on the floor. 

“Thar’s ict! Stay there. Don’t move from thar place,’ said 
Narahari Nanda. It was undoubtedly an order. But it was as if a 
father was cautioning his daughter. 

“Bring Arundhati here,’ said Narahari Nanda. I had heard 
earlier that Arundhati was the name of the girl. 

“They carried her there. She seemed to be unconscious. She 
seemed co be falling off when they cried to make her sit. Her hair 
had come loose. The clothes were not in place. Her face and neck 
were wet. They had perhaps thrown water on her face to bring her 
back to a conscious strate. 

“Narahari Nanda shrieked again to startle everyone. He 
chanted some mumbo jumbo. 

©] eave her alone,’ Nanda said. 

“The petals of the hibiscus flower seemed lifeless. It seemed as 
if life had gone out of it. 

“Arundhati sat straight and glared at everyone. Narahari 
Nanda said harshly, ‘Who are you? Why have you come? Tell me. 
Or else, Ill skin you alive with chis live whip from che tamarind 
tree.’ 

“She seemed to shrink into herself. Her eyes looked frightened. 
She stuttered when she tried to speak. Nanda waited. All of us 
waited. 
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®©Pm... Kal ...lani ... Pm ... Kallani Chhotray? She fell silent. 

“Nanda shouted, ‘Hey, wake up! Don’t sleep!’ He suddenly 
hit the live whip on the floor. All of us were startled. She too babbled 
as if she had been hit, ‘Ahhh!’ 

“Then she looked around her with terrified eyes and glared at 
me when she saw me. Then there was a change of expression. She 
smiled slightly at me and broke into throaty laughter. Shivers ran 
down my spine. 

©O ... Shekhar Babu! Ha, ha, ha, ha!’ Then she wept 
convulsively and ran both her hands on the floor as if she was 
looking for something. 

“Nanda signalled to all of us to remain quiet. 

“She spoke even as she wept, ‘This Aru is my friend. I came 
here when I found her. I found you because I came!’ She began 
weeping again. 

®ve missed you a great deal, Shekhar Babu. I had seen you on 
the day of your marriage. You saw me on the day of my marriage. I 
haven’t ever forgotten you. But you forgot me!’ Suddenly, she 
stopped weeping. She looked around with dilated eyes again. Her 
nostrils were swollen. She hissed and ground her teeth. 

“I was frightened. She was perhaps going to jump at me after 
thar. Nanda signalled to me to hold my peace. 

“He is an animal, a wild animal. I don’t know how I was 
deceived by him. He’s a contractor who has a lot of money. He 
enticed me and forced me to give up my job. He behaved decently 
till our marriage. Buc he changed after marriage. He toyed with me 
after thar and decked ine up with ornaments. He rook me around 
to different places. He took me out to dinners at exotic places. He 
drank expensive wines and forced me to drink coo. But I was 
finished as a woman. I could know that he was impotent. He cried 
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to put the blame on me to assert him. He used foul language 
constantly to talk nonsense about you and me.’ 

“She became restless again, swaying and cursing in an 
unintelligible language. She hissed like a cobra and her palms turned 
into fists which she started hitting on the floor repeatedly. Her hair 
came loose. 

“Bloody brute! He used me as a bait to get a contract, made me 

drink liquor and left me with someone else in a dak bungalow. I ran 
away from the place and looked fora job again. He tried to placate me 
and threatened to kidnap me by engaging hoodlums. I became even 
more stubborn. I started preparing papers to divorce him. 
“Pye always thought of you when my life was thus getting 
shattered. Shekhar Babu! I would be happy if you scold or slap me. I 
would get deliverance if you as much as touch me. He infuriated me 
often by referring to you. One day I told him angrily — yes, you bastard, 
I'll sleep with Shekhar Babu in front of you! You’ll see! Ha, ha, ha! 

“He looked at me with a gaping mouth. That hit him where 
it really hurt!’ 

“Then she started weeping and laughing alternately. 

“We went to Jeypore ro see the Duduma Falls. From the top. 
He clung to me like a shadow. 

“The waterfall made a huge noise. Amidst that noise he shouted 
for the benefit of the others — hey, you’ll fall down! Watch it! 

“He startled me by putting his hand on my back. He pushed 
me down when I swerved on the edge. He made it look like an 
accident and got away scot-free. As I fell, I could hear him saying — 
go, you slut! Go and sleep with Shekhar!’ 

“Her eyes emitted fire then and she foamed at the mouth. She 
roared from inside her clenched teeth, ‘I'll finish that animal. III 
push him into a bottomless well.’ She started wailing again. By that 
time she was totally exhausted. She covered her face and wailed. 
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“All of us waited. I lowered my face upon hearing what she 
said about me and was deeply embarrassed. She put me in an 
awkward situation by telling all those things before her father, 
mother, brother and an elderly stranger. I thought I was seeing 
Kalyani before me. It was her face and her smile for a moment... 
Kalyani was indeed very beautiful.” 

I noticed that Shekhar was somewhat distracted for a while. 

The night had become even more still. Shekhar rose from the 
chair and looked skywards as if he was straightening his waist. He 
moved around for a while with his face lowered before slumping 
into the chair in a heap. He exhaled deeply as if to indicate that he 
had come to a decision to go the whole hog. I gulped and waited to 
hear his final statement. 

Shekhar started slowly, “Arundhati had put both her hands on 
the floor with her face lowered. Her loose hair had covered her face. 

“Narahari Nanda held the fingers on my right hand rightly to 
signal something to me. He was perhaps aware that something was 
going to happen soon. He raised the other hand reassuringly and 
motioned everyone else in the room co be quiet. 

“ Arundhati swayed from one side to the other after that. She 
seemed co be breathing in air, threw her hair back and made a hissing 
sound like a snake. Then she stood up purposefully. I was startled 
at this sudden development. I too rose involuntarily. 

“She extended her hands and held me in a tight embrace. She 
clung to me and trembled all over. Her body was hot and I could 
feel the thumping in her chest. There were goose pimples all over 
me. I thought I was going to throw up. I would have thrown her 
off me but Narahari Nanda had held on to my fingers tightly. My 
eyelids began to droop. I could see various shapes amidst the 
darkness around me. I thought the light had gone out of my eyes 
and I was about to give up the ghost. Perhaps I could not have 
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coped with the pressure of that hot and sweaty body. I would have 
collapsed in a heap ... like an exhausted, unconscious and lifeless 
body. Oh...! 

“She shook all over at this time. Her hands became limp and 
she slipped off my body like a wer cloth. 

“Narahari Nanda held my hand softly and made me sit on the 
chair. He caressed the ring on my finger with his hand as he released 
me. 

“ Arundhati lay prostrate on the floor. Her eyes were closing. 
But 1 felt that there was a trace of a contented smile on her face. My 
eyes were closing too at thar time. 

“I found Narahari Nanda dusting me from head ro coe with a 
flower in hand. I could faintly hear him chanting, ‘Om aing hring 
kling chamundai biche.’ 

“My eyes closed and I do not know what happened after that. 

“I found them carrying Arundhati inside the house when 1 
opened my eyes. Narahari Nanda was chanting mantras. He was 
picking up the stuff on the floor and purring them in a bag. 

“He looked at me and said, ‘Drink the milk.’ Arundhati’s 
mother stood near me with a glass of milk in her hand. 

“You're free from the influence of all evil souls, which applies 
to the girl as well. The ghost cannot enter this house again. You 
don’t have to worry about anything. The ring you are wearing has 
acted as a shield for you. Anything might have happened otherwise. 
I was in my senses all the time. But I saw something roday that I had 
never seen earlier. It was extraordinary! 1 had only heard earlier 
about the mating of ghosts.’ He went straight out of the house 
with che bag in hand without another word.” 

Shekhar was perhaps exhausted. He sat quietly for some time. 
Then he held my hand softly and said, “Amar, I came out of that 
house too. But I could not be free from the influence of the evil 
spirit. Arundhati and her family members looked after me for the 
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next few days. They took good care of me. But I was getting worse 
by the day. I’ve taken sick leave and come home. I’ve rold everything 
athome. But... 

“Buc I’m not able to understand why Mita left my bedside 
when the others were there. She even smiled at me when she left. 
Did she think that I was encouraging Arundhati to be close to me? 
She is so plain... who could fall in love with her? It was different 
with Kalyani. Bur she is gone! 

“I’m worried about something else. I think it is someone else 
when Mita smiles. I get startled for a moment if she turns back and 
smiles at me. 

“Mita had never earlier held me in a close embrace when we 
were together. She clings to me often these days. Just as Arundhati 
had clung to me. I shake all over at such times and feel drained out 
as if all my blood has dried up. I’m scared now to go home .... 

“I can see Kalyani near the well and behind trees. When I 
blink my eyes I find another woman from the street in stead. 

“I do not know why I’m getting these hallucinations. I’m not 
even able to discuss these things with Mita. I’m now scared of her. At 
times I chink that there is no difference becween Mita and Kalyani. 

“ Amar, I’m not able to sleep. I don’t feel like eating or drinking 
anything. I feel unwell as if I’m running a temperature. I’m scared 
to go to a doctor as he might ask me uncomfortable questions. I 
came to you as I do not know what to do. Tell me now what I 
should do.” 

Shekhar cold ime all this in a very helpless state. He was almost 
wailing. I had never seen him in such a state. I was worried for him. 
Iwas somewhat apprehensive. 

But I reassured him with a straight face and said, “Don’t worry. 
We’ll do something. It’s pretty late ac night. Let's go now. We'll do 
something tomorrow.” 

He stood up like a frightened child. I stood up too. But my 
legs were unsteady when I walked. 
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I read the news in the morning paper — “Death by drowning. 
Mahendra Ransingh, ‘A’ class contractor, slipped into the river 
and died while supervising work at the sluice gate. Dead body has 
not been recovered yet.” 

1 released a deep breath as I kept the newspaper aside. 

I found Shekhar standing near me. 

“You were saying that you were not able to sleep. How did 
you sleep for eight hours at a stretch in that case? All your problems 
will be automatically solved now. Sit down. I’m getting some rea 
for you,” I said. 

I didn’t show the newspaper to him. I said, “Let’s go to your 
house. I would like to talk to Narahari Nanda for a moment if it is 
all right with you. Can he come?”Shekhar didn’t respond. He 
remained quiet. 
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Kurban Khan? 


ill the last moment Fakir Baba alias Kurban Khan could 
not be taught how to read and write. He always remained 
anilliterate. 

Yet he was the one who goaded us into teaching the alphabets 
to everyone in the village irrespective of age and sex. He started a 
school. He persuaded the women of the village to form their own 
council and offered scholarships to a few children to go to the city 
for higher education. But he remained an illiterate himself of his 
own accord in spite of our best efforts. 

No one in the village did anything without consulting him 
first. He had the final word in everything. It was a crime to do 
anything against his wishes. Fakir Baba resolved all disputes. Fakir 
Baba dispensed medicines for all diseases. He was the friend, 
philosopher and guide in good and bad times. He didn’t make any 
distinction. 

People believed that Fakir Baba knew all the scriptures and 
the Puranas. He could also foretell the future. He could read 
people’s minds. He lived somewhere else earlier. He has been living 
in a two-room thatched cottage in his own orchard at one end of 
the village for the past forty years. He lived by himself. Fakir Baba 
had no family. 
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He considered all the village people ro be his own. The fruits 
from his orchard were for everyone. Despite his years he had never 
turned into an old man. Only a few strands of his hair behind his ears 
had turned grey. People who had grown old before his eyes often 
said that Fakir Baba was one hundred and fifty years old... he would 
continue to be like that for another hundred and fifty years. 

He had mastered a few arts before coming ro this place. He 
said his name was Kurban Khan but he never went to the mosque 
and never read namaz. He didn’t have a beard like a Muslim either 
and wore a short dhoti and sleeveless shirt. He neither had an 
umbrella nor any foorwear. He didn’t have a skull cap or a pair of 
spectacles, no religion or caste either. 

And yet he claimed that his name was Kurban Khan!! 

He did not speak much bur said weighty things. People said 
he knew all che secret arts; and yet, he’s an illiterate. Even now he 
applies ink to his left thumb and pressed it to paper by way of a 
signature. 

We’ve always talked to him courteously whenever we’ve met 
Fakir Baba during our stay in the village. He roo has talked to us 
with affection. But we had never been able to go to his orchard. I 
had only gone there once at the request of others and gave him no 
advance information. I was on my own. 

There were open fields all around the orchard. Anyone 
approaching the orchard from any direction could easily be spotted. 
Fakir Baba was his affectionate self when I reached the gate. 

“Please come, Rath Babu. I would have invited you to come 
to my orchard once. It’s good that you’ve come. Please come.” 

Fakir Baba sat down on a wooden cor placed under the shade 
of dense trees and invited me co sit. He got down like a doll when 
] sat on the cor. I thought he could not be so active if he were 
indeed a hundred and fifty years old. 


Fakir Baba carried a place of sliced papaya for me from inside. 
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“You like ripe papaya. I’ve plucked a few guavas for your son. 
I would have given you a few lichis for your wife. Bur this is not the 
season for lichis.” 

Except fora few people who are extremely close to us, no one 
knew who liked which fruit in my family. I do not know if Fakir 
Baba had made a guess ac it. But it was not easy to make such a 
perfecr guess. I was certainly amazed burt didn’t say so. 

He turned towards me and asked, “Please tell me, Rath Babu. 
What can I do for you?” 

Without wasting any words, I said, “You know why we have 
come to this village. We taught the alphabets to almost everyone in 
the village because of your generous help. At least everyone can 
write his name in Oriya now. But we cannot believe it even now 
that you are still illiterate. How do you get so much news even 
when you don’t read the newspapers? How can you talk about the 
scriptures and the Puranas when you do not know the alphabets? 
Why don’t you learn to read and write for the same reason that has 
prompted you to compel others to do so?” 

“Come on, Rath Babu. How do you expect me to answer you 
if you ask so many questions at a time? I’m an ordinary rustic — an 
old man. Why do you want to know so much about me? I thought 
he was crying to evade che issue by dismissing me lightly. So I 
persisted, “You may not give me an answer. But the educated 
children of chis village will ask you the same question tomorrow. 
How will you answer them?” 

He smiled fleetingly and lowered his eyes. He said, “You re a 
very clever man. Buc there is no mystery about it. I’ve a small radio 
through which I hear the news. It runs on battery. The newspapers 
only publish the news chat I hear on the radio. And who does not 
know about the scriptures in the village? Those are as old as the soil 
here. And about learning the alphabets ....” 
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He raised his eyes and smiled at me. He continued, “So I 
haven’t learnt the alphabets. But what’s the use now? I’ve an inkpot 
with me if I’ve to sign somewhere. I get by.” 

“Do you press your thumb on the paper without reading the 
contents?” 

“Someone reads it to me. There’s no problem after that.” 

“If the man who reads tries to deceive you ...?” 

“I would be able to know. His eyes see the truth. He 
understands what is true. He would be caught if he tries to deceive 
by reading the wrong thing.” 

I opened the newspaper of the day and read, “Money Looted 
in Broad Daylight: Cuttack — Three unidentified young men ona 
Hero Honda motorcycle looted three lakh fifty thousand rupees 
at gun point from Jagulu Patra, a businessman, at Mahanadi Vihar 
Square today at about 1.30 p.m. 

Fakir Baba raised his hand to indicate that there was no need 
to read any further. He blinked his eyes and said, “Do you have to 
hide so many things just to examine me? Your mouth is not saying 
what your eyes are seeing. Your inner being is looking at both.” 

I could not conceal my curiosity. 1 asked, “Tell me. Where 
have I tried to mislead you?” 

“First, it’s not Cuttack. Mahanadi Vihar is not correct. Three 
lakh fifty thousand is also not correct. And three young men is also 
noc right.” 

A shiver ran up my spine. I had read Bhubaneswar as Cuttack, 
Acharya Vihar as Mahanadi Vihar, one lakh as three lakh and two 
young men as three. 

He was looking at me and smiling. “Did you see how you get 
caught when you tell lies, Rath Babu? Therefore, I said that Ican know 
what there is ina paper when someonce reads it to me. Then I decide 
whether or not I should put the thumb impression. Everything comes 
outin the openif the man is asked to read it a second time after a while. 
I’ve not as yet been deceived in such matters.” 
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I stared at him inamazement. 

He said, “Let me get you a cup of milk. You won’r take rea.” 

There was a churning inside me and I thought a lump was rising 
to my throat. Was I going to weep? Whata strange man! He could read 
me like an open book. Who told him that I didn’t drink tea? 

The cook in our mess might have spread the word that there 
was a certain Rath Babu who didn’t drink tea. But the village people 
lived in the village! Fakir Baba was here in his orchard. How could he 
have heard about it? No one knew that my wife liked lichis. How 
could he know? No, no ... this man was surely extraordinary. 

“Here, Rath Babu. I’ve given you only a pinch of sugar.” 

Oh no, Fakir Baba! Why don’t you say that you’re holding 
me and my forefathers in a stack of palm leaves? You can open the 
bundle and read each of us one after the other! 

I believe I’m drinking nectar when a pinch of sugar is added to 
pure milk. I kept sipping it to get the taste. I stared straight ahead as 
if I was in a world of dreams. 

“You’rean educated man. You can understand me. I cannot say 
these things to other people. I give a thumb impression because my 
thumb impression belongs only to me. No one else in the world can 
sign like that. Several others can write my name the same way I would 
write it with the help of the alphabets you would teach me. My name 
cannot be considered to be my substitute. Would I write my name in 
Oriya or English the same way as I would draw a few lines to write it 
in Parsi? These lines are only hints. They’re only a medium to carry 
one’s message to another. Is it really necessary to use hints to know 
about various things, or to speak and hear things?” 

Ilistened to him astonished. What was this Fakir Baba saying? 
He was explaining the fundamentals of linguistics in his own scyle!! 

“Can you recognize or know a person from his words, Rath 
Babu? Are the words a substitute for a person? There is no need to 
speak or hear once you know the agitations that take place in his 
heart and mind before the man wears che veil of words.” 
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He smiled and continued, “Do you see this left thumb of 
mine, Rath Babu? This is me. The lines on this thumb cannot be 
found elsewhere. My countenance is my identity. My finger is my 
identity. What more can be achieved by someone who signs in 
letters?” 

Icould nor find any counter argument co Fakir Baba’s argument 
ac that time. But he could perhaps read my mind. He said, “I know 
that che people in the village listen to me. Therefore, they do what] 
ask them to do even if I don’t do it myself. Everyone knows that I use 
my thumb impression. They also know that it’s not really necessary 
for me to read and write. Just as you’re sitting before me without 
saying anything. But I know what you’re longing to say. You think 
that I’m a strange man. I’ve some secret knowledge and am able to 
know about everyone. But I don’t allow anyone to know anything 
about me. Isn't it so? Aren’t you thinking along these lines?” 

My hood had lowered by that time. My voice had become 
weak. I stared at him without replying to his query — in amazement 
and with humility. 

He smiled and said, “All right. You want to know many other 
things too. Am I really Kurban Khan or not? What is my native 
place? Who are my parents? How old I am? How do I live? You've 
heard in the village that I vanish for a month or two every year and no 
one knows where I go. Burt you also want to know about it.” 

He stopped for a while and said, “Don’t put two and two 
together. You’re wondering if I’m not a spy. I visit my masters at 
intervals. They pay me my dues and send me back ro the people to 
earn their goodwill so that no one would suspect me for my conduct.” 

Illowered my face out of embarrassment. 

“You’re not at fault. The minds of human beings work that 
way. They cannot be faulted either. But what would you gain by 
knowing what you want to know? This is just a fancy. You would 
amaze others by telling my story if you get some information out 
of me. Am I right? You may add a few things from your imagination 
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too to make it even spicier. But don’t ask me anything if you want 
to know the truth. Spend a few days with me. Can you do it?” 

I raised my eyebrows and looked at him. 

“I know you cannot do it. It’s not necessary for you to know 
these things. You are just curious. It’s well and good if you know 
about it. Otherwise, it does not matter much.” 

“ Does one always want to know about things with a motive in 
mind? Anyone would want to know aboutit when he comes across 
something extraordinary. You’re performing certain miracles 
effortlessly. I’m curious because of that. You can guess in advance 
what I’m going co say. This is a miracle in itself. How did you master 
these arts? Did you achieve them easily or through a guru? Why do 
you vanish for a few days every year? You're quite comfortable in 
your orchard. Why do you go elsewhere then? Yes, I admit that I’ve 
wondered fora momentif you’re nota spy. The reasonis your name. 
There are several instances of spies from our neighbouring country 
working around here. But I’ve dismissed the idea from my mind 
now. A spy may be clever, but he cannot read the minds of other 
people as you do. He would not have such extraordinary powers. A 
person with such powers would not work as a spy. You're a miracle 
man. You must have had a powerful man as your guru.” 

He closed his eyes and raised his hand to stop me, “Thav’s 
enough, Rath Babu. Don’t go any further. You'll be hopelessly 
wrong in any further hypotheses you make. I would agree if you 
say thar I’ve a guru and I go to him at intervals. That is one thing 
that would put your mind art rest. Be happy with chat. What is the 
point of going any further?” 

“Please cell me whether you enjoyed your stay here. Did the 
villagers cake good care of you? The people of the village will change 
a great deal in the next two years. Children from this place will be 
bureaucrats and officers in another ten years. What is important is 
whose children would do what. You came here to teach them the 
alphabets. This is the beginning. You people are their gurus! 
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“So you re leaving today? Why don’t you go in the forenoon? 
It’s cold today. You should be reaching home as quickly as possible. 
Your child is not well, you know.” 

I was startled. 

“There’s nothing to worry about. He will be all right. He’s 
going to be a big officer.” 

I stood up hurriedly. I said, “Fakir Baba, I’m leaving now. III 
come again to know you better.” 

He smiled and said, “No, you cannot come again.” 

Perhaps he thought that I would be entangled in domestic 
problems and would not be free. I said, “You’ll see. I’IIl be back 
some day.” 

Fakir Baba was smiling at me even as I left the place. 


X X X 


It has been fifteen years since leaving that village. My son 
indeed got a very high-ranking job in the Railways. Everything 
happened as predicted. I could never set foot in that village again. 

There’s no need to go there again too. 

I collected information about Fakir Baba recently. He left the 
village two months after we left it never to return again. He had 
donated his orchard as a collective property to the people of the 
village and made a will to that effect. His thumb impression was on 
the paper. 

Who was Fakir Baba? I’ve collected one of his photographs. 
I’ve framed it in glass and kept it in the puja room. 

He mighr be illiterate and a rustic. Even Bhagavan 
Ramakrishna was an illiterate! 
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Father Samuel 


o oneassumes that kind of responsibility by simply relying 

on his own strength. How much strength does a man have 

to beable to pick up ten others and clasp them to his bosom? 
Who was he after all? 

The sun was coming up on the horizon that day as Father 
Samuel looked ahead after picking up the newborn babe lying near 
a tree and shivering with cold. He was returning from his morning 
walk ac that time. There was a promise of plenty of light for the 
entire world ac that time. Father Samuel was a dark-skinned man. 
He was an old man. A weak man too. He looked like a clean bird in 
his bright white outfit. 

Wich his feet rooted to the ground, he looked skyward. For 
some time he looked at the child making a sound like a small bird. 
His heart was filled with the assurance of the trees. The light of the 
skies dazzled his eyes. He stood still on that road. He was thinking. 
Who was he after all? Where was the strength in his limbs to take 
on loads like thar? 

On their own, his feet moved forward without his being aware 
of it. Morning birds of various kinds started chirping in the trees. 
The breeze started blowing. What else could Father Samuel have 
done other than pick up the child and clasp him to his bosom? 
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Could he have sidestepped and walked on as if he had nor seen or 
understood anything? Could he have left the child near thar cree? 
Where was such strength in his little heart to ignore the child like 
that? So why had he picked him up from the ground? To offer him 
to whom? To the sun or to the skies? 

But he entered his lonely, one-roomed hut very carefully. He 
pricked his ears. Hopefully, no one was around! Time and again he 
approached his small bed and came back. He was bent slightly in 
the process of clasping on to his shawl made into a bundle. 

It was rerribly cold early in the morning in December... he 
shivered at times but he was not able ro decide what to do and what 
not to do. He seemed confused. Finally, he placed that bundle on 
the bed somehow and stood there wringing his hands. A deep 
breath, shut inside him for a long time, escaped him. 

Father Samuel had never become a father — he had never known 
the serious responsibilities associated with parenthood. But it was 
seen after some days that he guarded his house zealously like a 
mother hen sitting on its eggs. He looked inside and outside with 
anxious eyes. It was indeed a very difficult job to rear a child. But 
was he really rearing the child? Rather, with every passing day, he 
felt that someone else had assumed his responsibilities. 

“Father, I have goats which give milk. I can get you two cups 
of milk every day,” said Mary Kisko. 

Priscilla Singh came and neatly arranged a rack of clean clothes. 
She caressed the child and said, “Father, he resembles like my son 
Paul. I will come and bathe him every day.... What are you calling 
him, Father? Will there be a problem if we call him Paul?” 

“Facher, permit me to pur this shirt on Paul. It is a bit old but 
it is in a very good condition. This is made with old wool and it 
will keep him very warm.” 

Father Samuel had not forbidden anyone. On the other hand, 
he was amazed and wondered as to who had employed these people 
to come and share all the responsibilities. He himself was also one 
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of them. Everything seemed to fall into place for Paul. For long 
periods, Father Samuel kepr staring outside through that window. 
He seemed contented. Paul was shouting on the bed beating his 
hands and legs. 

..« The word spread far and wide. Some of the elementary beliefs 
survived with the survival of Paul. Many believed that perhaps all 
those things that Father Samuel had preached throughout his life 
were true after all. People came on their own to ensure that nothing 
was amiss. They helped without being asked to do so. He was 
gratified to see their attitude like flowers blooming on plants or, 
the breeze blowing on its own. He had earlier only dreamt of this. 
It was as if the tree, laden with buds and flowers, greeted him after 
he had taken immense pains to rear it fora long time. 

One day a contingent of respectable people gor down from a 
car. The padre of the church located two hundred miles away was 
also among them. They came and looked at Paul. A lot of sweet 
murmurings could be heard around Father Samuel. Someone said 
after thar - 

“Father, we are all proud of you because of this holy work. We 
have come here to make a request to you.... We want to set up an 
institution here. An orphanage can be built on this large field. A 
charitable trust will bear all the expenses for construction of buildings, 
furniture, gardens, employees, etc. Daily expenses will also be taken 
care of. We only want you to agree to run this institution.” 

Farther Samuel kept staring. He was overwhelmed. 

“We have set up an ashram at our place with thircy children 
like Paul. All of them will move here. They’d bloom if they received 
your love and affection,” someone else said. 

“This is God’s work. He Himself will assume all the 
responsibilities only if you agree co run the place. He is everyone’s 
father.” 

Everyone said his piece and waited. Father Samuel waited 
without saying anything. How could he assume such great 


tart ts PG Er tr 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


responsibilities? In what faith? On the other hand, did he have the 
gumption to refuse such an invitation? Momentarily he looked 
skywards and then lowered his head. He looked like a clean bird in 
his white outfit. 

The padre of the large church said with his head lowered, 
“Let God’s will prevail.” 

Three other people said in unison, “Amen!” 

As they walked back towards their car ina row, Father Samuel 
stood there with his head lowered. The car turned around and 
went away. With his two weak feet placed on the ground, Father 
Samuel gazed at the field for a long time. 

Thereafter a number of vehicles kept coming every day. There 
were many kinds of sounds. Father Samuel never had the inclination 
to find out about the charitable trust for which so many people 
toiled day and night. He had never answered the questions of his 
simple, poor neighbours. They worked at the construction site 
and the proposed garden. Every family looked brighter like old 
plants getting laden with flowers on receiving fresh water every 
day. The children came to meet Father Samuel wearing new clothes. 
They pulled him by the hand towards the new building. 

“Father, this is the dining hall. Why does the dining hall have 
to be so large? .... This is the prayer hall. All these are sleeping 
quarters... that is the kitchen. Why are so many sleeping quarters 
needed, Father?” 

“And this one,” they were saying, “This is Father’s living 
room. There’d be two beds here. One is for Father. The other one 
is for Paul. Why, this is indeed wonderful!” 

Father Samuel took a round with the children and then smiled 
at them. He did not say anything. The children jumped and shoured 
happily around him. 

Mary Kisko’s son came in front and said, “Father, are children 
like us going to stay here? Will they stay here in buildings? Will 
they eat sitting on chairs? Mother was saying that we cannot stay 
here. Why can’t we, Father? Aren’t we children also?” 
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Father stared at the face of Kisko’s son. The smile had gone out of 
his face. Suddenly he seemed to have become very old and weak. 

Priscilla’s daughter had been able to understand many things. 
She looked at Kisko’s son and said, “We have parents! The children 
who’d stay here have no parents.” 

The child Kisko’s face fell. His eyes were filled with rears. He 
could not understand anything. He asked, “Why don’t they have 
parents, Father?” 

Father Samuel caressed his head. He pulled him near him, 
“They have, son. Everyone has parents. No one is an orphan here. 
You see here, doesn’t Paul have anyone?” 

“He has, Father. Mother was saying that God Himself is 
Paul’s Father.” 

Father Samuel could not bear it. He knelt there on the field. 
Holding on to the five children tightly in his arms, he rested his 
cheek on the head of the Kisko child. He stayed thar way for some 
time with his eyes closed. The child’s head became wet with the 
tears rolling down from his eyes. Father Samuel said in a subdued 
voice, “He is the one who is the father of all of you. He is the one... 
Amen! Amen!!” 

The work was finished in six months’ time. The walls and doors 
were painted. The boundary wall was constructed and gates were 
fixed. Screens, bed sheets and pillows of the colours of the morning 
sun, of new green leaves and of roses in full bloom were arranged. 
Tables and chairs were all shining. Some emperor was surely its owner. 
He’d come first to take charge of it. After thar, he’d distribute 
everything as he pleased. No one dared touch anything. 

They came to meet Father Samuel regularly to express their 
gratitude. They said that everything became possible only because of 
him and that, in his presence, impossible things became possible. Far 
away from the city, in chis ashram surrounded by forests, a number 
of children would grow up getting the honour to be called God’s 
children. Father Samuel would provide them with that honour. 
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They said Father Samuel had the option of keeping five 
children of his own choice in the ashram. Facher’s will was God’s 
will. From then onwards, he was in cotal charge. 

The month of December arrived. The children would arrive 
on the evening of the twenty fourth. T here’d be a feast that night 
and they would start a new life there. Father Samuel would adopt 
them inside the boundary wall. 

After hearing everything, he told them one thing at the end, 
“Please permit me to live in my hut. The hut on this hillock is very 
ancient, even older than me. You won’t have any problems if 1 lived 
there.” 

They held many discussions among themselves. Finally, one 
of them came and said in all humility, “Father, We respect you 
greatly. Hence, we cannot go against your wishes. We only think 
thar the house constructed for you would remain empty. We have 
already made special arrangements for Paul.” 

Father Samuel smiled slightly in his own simple way and said, 
“Why do you think that it will remain empty? Has anything 
remained empury till now?” 

They lowered their heads. 

Father said, “You want this institution to be run by the 
direction of the person staying in that house. 1 agree with you 
absolutely! He will stay there.” 

Lights cane. Cars came. All of them arrived. Thirty children 
wearing uniform dresses and shoes got down from a bus. The five 
children of the village waited in similar new dresses. They were all 
brought and made to stand in front of the building. The padre of 
the large church prayed, “O Father! We are all your children. You 
are our shelter. You are our saviour!” 

Everybody looked very grave. The children looked sad and 
scared. It was as if they’d been caught doing some mischief. Kisko’s 
son laughed suddenly. He ran towards Farther Samuel. Pointing a 
finger at one of the boys, he said, “Farther, the buttons on his pants 
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are open.” That boy was embarrassed. Father Samuel knelt in front 
of him and hugged him. As he was buttoning the pants, Kisko said 
from behind his shoulder, “He does not have a mother, you know. 
She’d have fixed it if he had a morher.” 

Suddenly Kisko felt lonely. He felt that everyone was sraring 
athim. He became scared. He broke into a sob. Father hugged him 
with his other arm. He caressed both their heads and stood up. He 
patted everyone’s heads. All of them surrounded him. 

The children understood everything intuitively. They 
expressed their happiness in unintelligible words when someone 
hugged them. There was no need for Father Samuel ro say anything. 
Unspoken tales were told in his warm eyes and face, his smile, his 
gaze, his way of hugging and the touch of his warm palms. Everyone 
had been staring. He entered the house with the children like a cat 
chaperoning her kitten. He made the children fearless and normal. 
The children jumped, ran and shouced. Father Samuel kept staring 
at them happily with his hands crossed in front. Others stared at 
him. He looked like a clean, rare bird made of butter. Paul was 
already a year old. He had just started to walk haltingly. Someone 
had pur a doll made of wool in his hands. He was hitting Father 
Samuel on his knees with chat doll and laughing. 

Father Samuel was perhaps standing overwhelmed at chac rime. 
What made him accept such a huge responsibility? Was there enough 
strength in his limbs co pick up all these and take care of them? 
Who was he after all? 

Those people returned feeling very reassured. People had been 
employed ro do all kinds of chores. A gardener in the garden, a 
cook in the kitchen. Other people were engaged ro keep the place 
clean, to wash cloches, to make beds, to dress the kids. People were 
engaged to keep accounts. All of them waited only for the direction 
of one man in everything. It became their only duty to carry out che 
slightest wish of Father Samuel. 
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There were five beds in each room. Six beds were laid in the 
last room which was slightly bigger. Lots of open space. Toys and 
bouquets were arranged there. Seven sisters took charge of the seven 
rooms. Their job was to cover the children with blankets and sing 
lullabies or tell stories to them. The lights were switched off after 
Father Samuel made a round soundlessly. The sisters left for their 
rooms. The entire place became silent. Father Samuel approached 
the gates very slowly with his head lowered and smiled at the guard. 
He bade him good night and walked towards the hut on the hillock 
hid in darkness. He prayed there silently kneeling on the ground. 
Tears rolled down his eyes. He lowered the light of the lantern and 
closed the doors. Then he passed out on that small bed like an 
exhausted bird. 

Father Samuel’s ashram. Like the fragrance of flowers in full 
bloom, its reputation spread far and wide. Many people came 
visiting. Numerous photographs were taken. One day a group of 
people arrived in a jeep. They did not bother to listen to any one. 
They moved around the: ashram. They ignored everyone and 
shouted at people. The children were scared. They kept staring at 
them with fear in their eyes. 

Father Samuel came and stood before them. He said humbly, 
“We take care of small children here. Could you please tell us if we 
can be of any service to you?” 

One of them strode ahead and glared at him. He said, “Are 
you that Father Samuel? You’ve already done enough service - what 
more can you do? You are conducting a farce here with a number of 
bastards. Why should these bastards live in such comfort here? On 
the other hand, thousands of children living with their parents are 
dying every day for want of food! Whatis their fault? Because they 
could not be born illegitimate - is that it?” 

Father Samuel could not look at the glaze of that fire. He felt 
suffocated in the hot air that was blowing. Still he said, “Would you 
please come with me? You are our guests. It is our duty to serve you.” 
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Another fellow rushed at him and said, “Aw, save your 
sycophancy. And save your service. All the rich people of the society 
will join together and sow wild oats. To cover that up, the children 
born in the process will be reared here in the name of God? The 
amount spent here to keep one baby elephant in comfort could 
help nourish a hundred naked and hungry children. Are they not 
the children of your God? But how could that be? God belongs to 
the rich, the lascivious and the aristocratic people. Stop all this 
nonsense here! Or else we will set fire to this place and burn everyone 
including these far piglets.” 

Father Samuel swayed for some time covering his face. Then 
he fell on his side like a felled tree. Those people looked around 
them and shouted a great deal more like rains of fire. Then they got 
into their jeep and roared away through the forests. 

Everyone ran towards Father Samuel. They lifted him inside 
that empty room. The small children broke into wails there. The 
sisters sobbed. The other employees fanned him. The doctor came 
running when he was informed. 

After a while he recovered his senses. He trembled like he had 
been hit by a bullet. The sisters were signalled to leave with the children. 
Through his eyes he indicated that everyone should get back to his 
work. Only the doctor and the accountant were left behind. 

Both of them asked in unison, “Who were those people, 
Father? Why did they come?” 

Father Samuel laughed drily at them. He said, “How do I 
know who those people were? Am I able to confront them?” 

“What were they saying, Father?” 

“Perhaps what they were saying was correct. But they do not 
have the right experience. They have no affection for anyone. They 
do not mean what they say. They themselves did not understand 
what they were saying.” 

“What shall we do, Father?” 

“Nothing - we will only pray for them.” 
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“Can such wicked people be forgiven, Father? Does prayer 
help them in any way?” 

Father Samuel remained silent for a while and said, “Man 
cannot commit any crime that cannot be forgiven by Him. Man is 
basically weak. Man can only commit crimes. He can only pray to 
be forgiven. All redemptions come through prayers.” 

That day all of them prayed silently for a long time before 
lunch. Father Samuel sat throughout the day on the ground in that 
empry house. 

After some days the accountant found an opportune moment 
to inform Father Samuel, “Father, no money has arrived for the 
past two months. We are managing with whatever is left. What 
shall we do? Iam writing letters regularly. But there is no answer.” 

Father looked at him uncomprehendingly for some time and 
smiled. Thar one sentence resounded inside him, “Who are we 
after all that we can shoulder this responsibility?” 

The same gentleman came another day happily to Father 
Samuel and said, “Father, the answer has come. Help will be 
reaching very soon. We can manage till the end of November. But 
what is going to happen after that?” 

Father Samuel again looked at him and smiled. 

And things continued in this vein. The children drank milk and 
ate fruits. They had lunch at1 p.m. and dinner at 8 p.m. sitting rogecher. 
They had good clothes to wear and were cared for day and night. Still 
Father Samuel maintained thar no one could provide them with what 
they had never received in their lives. That is why he allowed the five 
children of the village to return co their homes at night and be with 
their mothers. He provided many facilities to those mothers on behalf 
of theashram. They came to the ashram and showered their love and 
affection on the other children of the ashram too. 

Christmas was approaching. Day after day passed in December. 
New clothes could nor be stitched for the children. Managing each 
-day was proving to be difficult. Some expenses were cut in a way 
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that could not be noticed by the children. That was likely to pull 
them through for another fortnight. 

One day Father Samuel arrived with an armful of new clothes. 
They should have been hidden until X’mas. Everyone was surprised. 
From where did they come? Where did Father get them from? On 
enquiry, it was known that Father had withdrawn all his savings 
from the post office savings bank. 

All the employees had stopped eating one time during the day 
for the last three or four days. Let the children not have any want. 
During the daytime, Father Samuel entered that empty room many 
times on unsteady legs. A clean, weak man like a bird. Many had 
tears in their eyes. No one could look at the children playing in che 
fields. No one could look at their unadorned, deep faith. 

On the twenty second, Father Samuel left for the city after 
ensuring thar the children were comfortable. The children had finished 
their lunch and were resting by the time he returned. Everyone 
approached Father on seeing him. The accountant said with his head 
lowered, “Father, che stores are now empty. Nothing is left for the 
evening. There is nor even one paise with us to buy food.” 

Father did nor say anything. He simply extended a bundle of 
currency notes towards him. He smiled and entered the empty 
room. The accountant made calculations and said that they could 
manage on that for two days somehow. But nothing would be left 
for Christmas nighe. 

Bur where did Father Samuel get so much of money? .... The 
driver arrived and said that he had sold his land and cottage to some 
rich man. 

The bundle of notes seemed to weigh tons in the hands of the 
accountant. His hand went down. His head got lowered. No one 
could look up with a straight face. 

Everyone noticed thar Father Samuel seemed to be somewhat 
absentminded in his conversation. But he was his usual self with che 
children - the same soft smile, the same affection and warm embrace. 
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That day the children played in the sun. Father stood amidst 
them. A child came and grabbed him by the leg. A messenger came 
inside. He greeted Father and extended a letter to him. It was an 
invitation for dinner in the city that night. Arrangements had been 
made in honour of some distinguished guest. Only selected people 
had been invited. 

The children looked at the letter of invitation taking it from 
him. Paul came when Father was sitting and embraced him by 
putting his hands around his neck. He caressed Father on his cheek. 

One child said, “Father, who’d sit in our feast today if you go 
away? We will accompany you to the dinner.” 

Tonight was the last night for Father. That day was the first 
day of starving in the ashram. Father looked strangely at the child. 

He advised all the adults throughout the day to remain happy 
and asked everyone to smile: But everyone had shrunk inside. It 
was cold that day, chilling cold! 

Evening came. The children prayed in loud voices, “Oh God! 
You are our only shelter. You are our saviour.” That prayer seemed 
very strange that day in the voices of the children. 

It was seven thirty. The sisters felt uneasy. It was time to clean 
the children before conducting them to the dining hall. What could 
they do? There was nothing to eat that day. They had rears in their 
eyes. As on any other day, Father Samuel sat on a chair in the 
verandah. They looked at Father and started on their job. The cook 
laid the tables wearing his uniform. Rows of plates were arranged. 
He too had tears in his eyes. There was not even a grain of food 
with him to serve the children. 

The accountant arrived and stood near Father. The doctor was 
a young man. He came and stood too. The simple children would 
come to sit around the tables with unshakeable faith... What was 
going to happen after that? Did they deserve such a cruel joke? 
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Their faces were white and lips were dry. They glanced at the 
clock. It was five minutes to eight. One of them could not take it 
any longer. He said, “Father, what shall we do?” 

Father Samuel’s voice was steady, “We’ll do what we have 
done all along.” There was a strange smile on his face. The clouds 
of the past two days had disappeared. His face resembled the face 
of a child. 

Fatherstood up and moved towards the dining hall. Others walked 
behind him mechanically. The children had already occupied their 
seats. T hey talked loudly among themselves. One asked in aloud voice, 
“Sister, are we having a feast today? Father was saying...!” 

A shiver ran down everyone. Their legs wobbled. 

The lights of a big van could be seen near the gates. The van 
came inside. A gentleman got down and came near Father Samuel. 
He greeted Father. 

“Father, please forgive us. The dinner to which we had invited 
you has been cancelled. Our guest of honour did not turn up. The 
organizers have sent the dinner made for fifty people to you. We 
will be grateful if you consent to accept this.” 

Father stood just like that. Everyone was thunderstruck! After 
that the dinner was served exactly at eight. Father Samuel prayed 
before dinner, “O Holy Father! You are our only shelter! You are 
our only saviour!” 

The children started chirping like the morning birds. The 
feast was excellent. No adult could hold his tears in check. Ac this 
time the postman came and handed over a telegram to Father. He 
handed it over co the accountant and walked outside. 

All the adults got togerther and read that telegram. It said, “Your 
account has been credited by one lakh rupees - the same old friend.” 

Was there strength in those limbs to shoulder such 
responsibility? Who were we after all? 


* 
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At Midnight Today! 


ere was nothing extraordinary in the letter that he had sent. 

A very small and explicit postcard. 

Burt I had no choice except to leave for his place after receiving 
that letter. 

The reason was that Kali Prasad himself was extraordinary. 
He had never written a letter earlier to me which was less than four 
pages long. He had never used a post card before. That was why 
that letter seemed very unnatural to me. 

There was a short question creating the illusion of a landslide 
or the sky falling down in pieces all of a sudden, ‘Dear Amu, can 
you come for a day? -Kali.’ 

Whar did he mean by saying if I could come fora day or not? The 
stupid fellow - what can’t I do for you? Why should you ask a question 
like thar after all? You could have sent a telegram asking me to come 
immediately. I’d have been near you for ages. Why did you write like 
this in a postcard? Had you ever written like this earlier? Has poverty 
overtaken you or what? You look like an emperor. You think like a 
badshah. Servants galore moveall around you to cater to your smallest 
whims. What has come over you that you have writtena lecrer like this 
onan open postcard? Are you in some kind of danger? But how could 
you be threatened in any way? 
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All righ. I will reach you in a few hours from now. 

There was no other train before ren at night. I had somehow 
managed to push myself into that train. There was no place to sit. 
Thelights had gone out in the compartment. The man sleeping on 
the upper berth snored with an open book lying on his chest. 

I was thinking of Kali Prasad .... 

The winter had just set in. I stood bare-bodied in front of a 
full-length mirror in the university gymnasium. It was a wonderful 
feeling to look rime and again at the just sprouting moustache and 
the wide chest. All of a sudden, I could see someone else standing 
behind me. He was fair like an Englishman. Curly hair. Far taller 
than me. Wider chest than mine. He seemed to have been made of 
marble. Looked like a god. 

That reflection laughed from inside the mirror. I was 
overwhelmed by his pearl-like teeth and eyes sparkling like 
diamonds. I stared at him in the mirror. 

As he rested his warm and soft palm on my shoulder, I felt 
goose pimples all over my body. 

I turned and extended my hand. 

He shook me by the hand and said, ‘Kali Prasad.’ 

In answer I said, ‘Amaresh.’ 

Then he took me ro the vaulting pad and we tried to find out 
who was the stronger by clasping each other’s palm and trying to 
flatten it to a side. 

He lost but made friends with me laughingly. He dropped 
meat the hostel in his sports car. 

Kali Prasad belonged to a royal family and stayed in a rented 
house. He had a cook, a servant and a driver. Studies were just a 
hobby. He just enjoyed himself. 

He was always surrounded by girls. Boys too. Everyone wanted 
to .be friendly with him. He had a great deal of respect for the 
pro-fessors, who also enjoyed his company. They were very fond 
of him. 
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And that day. Everyone noticed that Kali Prasad was nowhere 
to be seen in the corridors of Canning College. They asked each 
other. It was as if everyone had lost something precious. Someone 
spread a rumour that Kali Prasad wasill. Some people surrounded 
me. I had no news. The previous evening we chatted for aboutan 
hour on the banks of Gomti. He had invited me for rowing. I had 
declined. Burt all of us knew that the day before he was enjoying 
himself in the company of Yamini Kulkarni in the rowing club and 
had gone out rowing. Yamini too was a wonderful girl. Tall and 
well chiselled. Exceptionally beautiful. She was a good student too. 
She was the college champion in sports. Her main hobby was 
boating. Often, I had told Kali Prasad in jest to propose to Yamini. 
He had only laughed unaffectedly. 

Yes. That day the news spread that Kali Prasad wasill. Everyone 
seemed to be anxious. By three in the afternoon, there was a sort of 
crowd in Kali Prasad’s Banarasi Bagh residence. There were about 
twenty to thircy girls. Around fifty boys. Two or three young professors 
too. Even Dr. Gregory got there with his vehicle. 

Kali Prasad looked extremely handsome in his churidar and 
punjabi. There was nothing wrong with him. He had ordered snacks 
from the nearby Kapoor restaurant. The cook served tea for 
everyone. 

All of us had had a good laugh. Kali Prasad took me to his 
bedroom with his hand around my shoulders. He looked down 
and asked, “Why, Yamini is not to be seen.” 

I landed a fist on his back and answered, “So this drama was 
for her highness.” 

“No, no. I just asked off the cuff. And listen. Don’t tell 
anyone. Iam going out for a few days tomorrow. I might be away 
for ten to twenty days. You must come here at eight in the morning. 
Won’t you see me off?” 

I stood in front of him and asked, “Where are you going?” 

He might have told me something. But others had come in at 
that time. 
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Kali Prasad reached the station ahead of me the next morning. 
He seemed to be very absent-minded. I knew that he wanted to say 
many things. But something held him in check. 

I reassured him and said, ‘There is no hurry. You tell me when 
the time comes. Your friendship is enough for me.’ 

Kali Prasad looked at his wrist watch repeatedly. Perhaps he 
was waiting for someone. 

Ac this time Yamini Kulkarni had hurried through the gates. Kali 
Prasad stared in that direction intently. I held his hand and pressed it. 

So Yamini accompanied him? Were they going together? 

No, there was an elderly lady with Yamini. Perhaps she was her 
aunt with whom she stayed. Yamini belonged to Ahmedabad. Perhaps 
they had come to catch the Grand Trunk Express to go home. 

Was Kali Prasad going to Ahmedabad in that case? Yamini 
and her aunt waited at a distance after putting down their luggage. 
Perhaps the sleeper coach would stop there. 

Kali Prasad must be travelling in A.C. class. 

The train came and left. Till the train took a turn near the bridge 
Kali Prasad was waving me goodbye. Even though I had not told 
anyone, everybody must have known that the ‘Rajkumar’ must have 
gone out on tour. He was popularly known as ‘Rajkumar’ among 
our friends. I was the only person who called him Kali. 

Gradually it was discovered that Yamini was not to be seen. 
Then the rumours started. Thereafter, lots of stories did the rounds. 
Everyone loved to be submerged by the fragrance coming out of 
that romantic story like a fresh flower. Every day new flowers 
bloomed there. Every day new fragrance took hold of bunches of 
boys and girls. 

The funniest thing was heard on che day Virendra Shah - four 
feet six inches high and features co match - said that he was going to 
murder Rajkumar as he considered himself to be Yamini’s lover. 
We too listened to him and had good fun with him. Virendra had 
been named Sigurd after the dwarf in the novel Thelma. The day 
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he raised his small hand and declared that he was going to murder 
Rajkumar, waves of laughter spread throughout the campus. 

Yamini returned after ten days. She was very grave. When 
asked, she maintained that she had no news of Rajkumar. 

But no one believed her. 

One day I found her alone on the lawn near the library. When 
she saw me she tried to curn her face away so that she could hide her 
damp eyes. 

I waited quietly. 

“You coo believe that I had eloped with him?” 

That was unfair. It was like purting words in my mouth. I 
consoled her and returned. I defended her in our friends’ circle and 
explained things. But where had Rajkumar - that is Kali Prasad - - 
vanished? 

I received the first letter from him. It was four pages long. He 
cautioned me from che beginning in thar lerter noc to show it to 
anyone else and made it clear that that would be tantamount to 
betrayal. 

He wrote certain things in the letter which were very personal 
and to some extent even familial. I could not say why he had put so 
much crust in me. Even now I respect the secrecy relating to that 
letter. 

I only told everyone that I had received a letter from Kali 
Prasad and that he had not gone to Ahmedabad. I said that I had no 
idea about his whereabouts. But I knew. He had got down at 
Jabalpur and had written me from there. He had mer Yamini and 
presented a basket of fruit to her aunt. He had held Yamini’s hand 
and asked her to forget him. 

From there he had returned to Ghaziabad. He had met Alice 
at Ghaziabad. Alice was two years older than him. Both of them 
studied at Dehra Dun. Kali Prasad’s father used to come to meet 
his son there. But he spent time with that Anglo-Indian girl. She 
too was going to his horel. 
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Kali Prasad had received a letter from Alice after about a year. 
He had not deemed it proper to go to Ghaziabad publicly. Hence, 
he had looked for a subterfuge. 

Then I received a letter from Ghaziabad. 

Kali Prasad indicated many things in this letter. But the gist of 
the letter was that Alice was trying to blackmail his family. She had 
many objectionable photographs and unsigned letters with her. But 
it was notacall difficult for Kali Prasad to identify thar handwriting. 

He was very familiar with this kind of conduct of his family 
members. He knew many such things about his uncles and many 
things abour the womenfolk of the family which he should never: 
have known. 

Alice gave him a strange proposal at Ghaziabad. She would 
burn all the evidence against his father if Kali Prasad agreed to 
marry her. 

I was astounded co hear this. For me Kali Prasad was twenty 
four carat gold. I told him not to believe anything before he did 
anything hastily. That proposal of marriage was only a pretension. 
It was a trap. She had some other motives. She might have given 
thar kind of proposal being instigated by someone else. 

Ireceived a lerter yer again. That contained a cerrible account 
about his ancestral zamindari near the Nepal border. How his huge 
family had descended ro do open war three days after Kali Prasad 
had reached there. Kali Prasad had fifteen brothers. Sons of various 
uncles. Everyone had a gun in hand and a dagger in the waist. 

A cerrible war ensued. Kali Prasad tried to dissuade everyone. 
Burt he had started out for Ghaziabad before the guns started 
booming. He heard that five of his uncles and eleven of his brothers 
besides cwenty to thirty of their henchmen had died in that household 
war. The women gathered and cried together. Pyres were lit cogecher. 
The collector and superintendent of police conducted enquiries. 

Kali Prasad reassured his four remaining brothers. He made 
applications for division of properties. Kali Prasad was the eldest 
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male member of the family and was the head of a huge empire 
or estate. 

I met Kali Prasad once again by the time I left the university. 
He had turned into a legend by then. 

Even with his jet black beard Kali Prasad looked like a prince. 
His smile had changed. His eyes had changed. Even the way he 
talked had changed. 

He continued to sit quietly on my hostel bed. He looked 
vacantly into the air. 

He smiled slightly and asked, “Well, what is the news about 
Yamu?” 

He called Yamini Kulkarni that way affectionately. 

“She has left long since.” 

He did not react and kept looking at the front wall vacantly. 

Then he said, “Do you know that she now lives in Dehra 
Dun? She has married an 1.P.S. officer. And do you know that 
Alice has had a son?” 

“What? What did you say? Alice has had a son?” 

“Oh, yes. Before that I agreed to her condition.” 

“You mean you married her?” 

He silently nodded. 

1 shook him by his wide shoulders and lashed out at him. He 
remained quiet. 

Then he said slowly, “That boy is my brother. I did not have 
the heart to see him as an orphan.” 

After a while he said, “I have permitted Alice to divorce me 
any time she wants and find someone else. Till that time she will 
remain as my mother. 1 will also bequeath some properties to both 
of them.” 

Kali Prasad sacrificed himself for the prestige of his family. 
But could he control its results? 

I was astounded. I could not comprehend why Kali Prasad 
accepted Alice. 
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Icould not fathom how Kali Prasad could collect himself and 
stand amid the lamentations of so many widows in the ruins caused 
by an earthquake. 

I cannot say that he might not have become darker because of 
the flames. In spite of that, his face glowed like the moon behind 
the clouds when he smiled. It was strange enough thar he could 
smile. 

Very quietly I asked, “Have you met Yamu?” 

There was immeasurable emptiness in his eyes. I had turned 
my face back without being able to bear such a sad look. 

He had smiled wryly. There was no need for any discussion 
on that matter thereafter. 

He suddenly stood up and yawned. 

“Order some tea, yaar.” 

After tea we went to the banks of the Gomti as it was getting 
dark. He wanted ro sit at a distance from the club. I did not protest. 

He threw small pebbles into the river water at intervals and sat 
quietly. 

Suddenly he clasped me by the waist leaning on my shoulder. 

“You are my lone remaining friend. But you will be going 
away to Orissa.” 

“But Orissa is not too far away for you.” 

That night we dined together at Kapoor restaurant. Kali Prasad 
left that same nighe. 

After thar I received letters from him regularly. About a 
hundred letters in the space of three or four months. I have preserved 
them all in a separate file. 

I sent an invitation card when my sister married. He did not 
come. He sent two Banarasi saris and twenty thousand rupees. 

I invited him to my marriage. He answered after a year and 
congratulated me. He wrote that he had been drawing land-scapes 
at Rudra Prayag for the past year and presented one of them to 
Yamini’s son. He had kept a couple of pieces for me. 
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After a few days he wrote again from the village. He had 
completed the job of division of properties and bequeathed half 
his share to Alice’s son.. That English boy studied at Dehra Dunat 
the time. Kali enrolled him as the son of Bhagabati Prasad. Kali 
Prasad was the guardian. 

He had wanted ro give a share of his property to Yamini’s son. 
But he was apprehensive thar he might be misunderstood by her IPS 
husband. He asked me what could he do to see Yamini happy. 

He also asked when I was going to be a father. He wanted to 
makea fixed deposit for rwenty years for one lakh rupees in the name 
of my son. He wrote, ‘You are a dangerous character. If any money 
comes your way, you are going to buy ornaments for Bhabi.’ 

A week after that he had sent a set of gold ornaments made in 
Calcutta by insured parcel. 

He had written once how he took all the womenfolk of his 
family for two months in a large car fora pilgrimage. He expected 
to suddenly run into me at Purl. He moved four or five times from 
the Grand Road to the seashore in a rickshaw in that hope. 

I could never understand why he used ro write all those letters 
to me. He had cried to explain that in one letter. He laid bare 
everything relating to his life before me and had hoped chat this 
bloody professor was some day going ro write a great novel. He had 
nothing to gain from chat and was happy if his friend could be famous. 

Hundreds of pages of his life lay open like that in front of me. 
Every incident was important in its own way. How was I going to 
fix this jigsaw? Who was I ro put all those events in their proper 
perspectives? 

Silently, I shed tears in the dark inside the train. Kali Prasad’s 
face floated before me. He informed me earlier that he was staying in 
Delhi. He was learning to play the violin at the age of sixcy five. 
Anytime the lamentations of the human heart might flow out. He 
had cried to play the flute without success and wrote that Yamini 
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at Greater Kailash. Her son was in England and her daughter had 
married an engineer and was staying at Manipur. She was learning 
dancing. 

He had often seen Yamini. But she had not been able to see 
Kali Prasad. 

Kali could be sported amidst a thousand men. Yamini could 
recognize him seeing just a gleam of his eye. Then where was che 
problem? 

Night had fallen by the time I reached Delhi. For some reason 
Iasked the taxi driver to take me to Greater Kailash. Nothing was 
certain about this nomad. 

It took me some rime ro locare the house of the IPS officer 
Agnihotri. I could not understand why the gentleman giving me 
the information looked at me strangely from head to toe. 

I pressed the bell. Footsteps could be heard after pressing che 
bell twice. I could not instantly recognize the person who opened 
the door. But felt a shudder run through me on seeing thar graceful, 
tall figure. Oh.... 

Lintroduced myself, “Amaresh.” 

She looked ac the floor and said, “Oh... come in.” 

There was an icy silence all over the house. I stood in the 
middle of the drawing room and said, “ Forgive me. I did not want 
to disturb you. I have come to meet ‘Rajkumar’.” 

She only looked at my eyes without saying anything. The hair 
on Yamini Kulkarni’s head had turned white resembling a silver 
crown. She was also wearing a white sari. Suddenly I had a feeling 
that she was completely on her own. 

Icould not proceed any further. 

She conducted me co the bedroom. 

Who else could it be except Kali Prasad - the man lay on che 
bed there. The forehead gleamed as always. White beard, white 
hair. Even chen he looked magnificent in his churidaar and punjabi. 
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But he did not rise from the bed. He looked at me, recognized 
and smiled at me. His teeth shone as usual. 

He said, “You did the right thing by coming here. Perhaps 
you do not know that Agnihotri died about three months ago. His 
son could not come. The daughter came and went back.” 

“See, I am getting ready for a long journey. Perhaps the road 
will be cleared tonight.” 

I raised my index finger and asked him to keep quiet. 

He smiled. 

“There is not much time for joking around. You have to doa 
couple of jobs for me. First I have to sign on a few papers. You have 
to take care of things. And secondly....” 

He paused for a while and continued, “ There is a camera on 
thar table. I have loaded it for a month. You have to take a 
photograph.” 

I wasamazed. 

I made him sit up on the bed as per his instructions. He 
indicated Yamini to sit on his right. 

She broke into wails. All the dams had broken. Perhaps the 
rocks of the past forty years had pressed her down. 

I held her by the arm and made her sit down. 

I do not know what gave me the courage to say, “Now look 
ahead of you. There is light ahead, the sun is there.” 

The camera flashed. It flashed again. 

I put my hand on Kali Prasad’s arm and asked, “How about 
clasping the palms to find out who is stronger?” 

He furrowed his brow and said, “I am fighting someone else 
now; Like you he too is going to win and become my friend.” 

Rajkumar had lost yet again before the break of dawn. 


* 
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o one knew why everyone in the Rayaguru family had to 

die a premature death for the last seven generations. In 

appearance they all looked like gods who have been cursed. 
Their eyes resembled petals of the lotus flower. The complexion was 
like molten gold. Yet everyone died young. Colossal wealth. Respected 
immensely throughout this area for their education, knowledge, 
character and nobility. Buc they did not live long enough to enjoy 
any of these. That was why, more than their respect for the family, 
people looked from afar at them scared. How the wheel of time hit 
them like a bolt of lightning when they reached the fortieth year 
mark! No one had ever been spared. All kinds of tantric interventions 
were of no use. All kinds of pujas and yajnas, feeding the poor, digging 
ponds, erecting temples, recitation of the Mahamrityunjoy chants 
several times - nothing worked. The sword of Damocles waited for 
all of them at the age of forty. Who had the temerity to cross that? 
Oh... What curse had afflicted this illustrious family? 

For the last three generations now they had accepted this as a 
fait accompli. They have decided that only the eldest son would 
marry; the rest would remain unmarried. What was the necessity of 
increasing the number of people who would die young? But let the 
family continue. Who knows some day this unsurpassable deadline 
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might recede! There was no dearth of learned people in that family. 
Many people came to them from far and near with curiosity and 
disbelief. They discussed things. To break the curse, they advised 
reading the Rudrajamala slokas. But Rayaguru simply smiled and 
did not say anything. Sometimes he said in jest, “The Rayaguru family 
isa family of gods. No one is afflicted with old age here. Death is an 
unknown fear for other people. No one knows where it is hiding. 
Bu, for us, it is very certain and clear - a line of fire! Hence we are able 
to control and discipline our short life. We can prepare ourselves to 
cross over without any doubt or hesitation.” The visitors are hardly 
amused by the humour. They walk away with their heads lowered 
seeing so much helplessness. The eyes turn damp. 

Burt in the last two or three years a weird thing has happened. 
Biswanath Rayaguru was the eldest son of the seventh generation. All 
his brothers were unmarried and moved over the whole of India. But 
all of them would return home at the right time. Just as they had come 
to this world with a gap of two years each, they would leave in the same 
order. Biswanath Rayaguru was about to cross thirty nine. In another 
year, the Mahaprayana phase of the seventh generation would start. 
Everyone was prepared for it. But with some kind of hope he had 
named his youngest son Mrityunjaya. The boy was nine years old now; 
bur three years ago suddenly his hair started turning grey. He became 
weak. Many doctors, hakims and kabirajasexamined him. In spite of 
all kinds of treament the boy became thinner. Beard grew on his chin 
and became white. His skull bones could be seen on top of his ears. 
The entire body looked bony with the veins sticking out. Those two 
weird eyes of the Rayaguru family sunk into their sockers and the skin 
became loose. Everyone only kept staring at him, amazed how, in four 
years time, a three and a half feet high, ripe old man was blinking at 
them. Strange indeed! Everyone was astounded thar an untimely old 
man would be born in a family which had never experienced old age 
and which never even had the opportunity for it. The pent up senility 
of seven generations perhaps madeits appearance. Untimely death had 
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never permicced it to enter this family - now it had come thwarting 
death. Biswanath Rayaguru had never imagined thar he had to suffer 
such humiliation because of his youngest son. 

Famous geriatrics said chat it was a very unusual and complex 
disease. The name of the disease was premacure old age. Once it took 
hold of someone, decay set in everywhere at great speed. Iceatsawaya 
decade in a year’s time. Hence Mrityunjaya was notlikely to live longer 
thana year. Butit was strange that, despite his body becoming thin and 
diseased, psychologically, he was still a nine-year-old boy. The same 
naughcy, playful, obstinate youngest son. He was somewhat subdued 
finding that he was che centre of attention of so many people. He 
could not understand why that happened. With some kind of 
apprehension, he snuggled up co his mother.... He always found his 
mother crying. Buc he could not understand why. When he tried to 
stand up suddenly to play, his knees pulled him back. He cried 
helplessly. Only the unhappy mother had taken him into her lap after 
everyone else had left. Caressing his white, rough hair, she wailed 
tirelessly. The son wiped her rears and pleaded while crying himself, 
“Don’t cry, Maa, don’t cry.” With her eyes closed, she felt that she was 
a child again and her grandfather was reassuring her- - the voice was 
exactly like thar! She blinked. Like a terrible bad dream, she could not 
easily accept che other truth. After some time she played with che child 
with coys, picture books and paint brushes. He could nor grip the 
brush steadily, his hand shook and his lips quivered. The mother cried 
in despair. Holding his hand, she drew pictures. He laughed like he 
was coughing. Her soul gor shaken seeing che small, toothless mouth 
on that old, lined face. She shivered. 

No one in the family had suffered the death of a son before 
Biswanath Rayaguru. He had co take a second blow because of 
that. His younger brother had returned from Gujarat. He came 
back on hearing this newest predicament and was astounded when 
he saw Mricyunjaya for the first time. He sar speechless near his elder 
brother for quite some time. Biswanath Rayaguru understood 
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everything on seeing his brother. Birendra looked like Indra himself 
in appearance. Almost a foot taller than him. Wide chest. Long, 
thick arms. That diamond ring looked really good on his hand and 
his eyes sparkled like diamonds. Once you see him, you feel like 
always looking at him. He had come to offer his neck when his turn 
came. His insides got all churned up and his soul started to protest. 
He would have preferred to be born five times and die five times like 
this - only if Virendra could survive his looks and valour. 

His maternal uncle arrived who was past sixty. Biswanath 
Rayaguru’s mother lived for a long time near the puja room away 
from the main house. She could not see properly because of incessant 
crying. She had the patience to live for twenty years after becoming 
a widow and looked after everything to ensure that the household 
functioned smoothly. Biswanath never did anything without 
consulting her first. 

He conducted his uncle to his mother. There they sat on the 
puja room verandah along with Biswanath’s mother and 
grandmother. Virendra was also with them. Everyone seemed 
depressed. The voices were dispirited. 

Biswanath gathered some strength seeing the elderly people 
around him. These elderly people had held the Rayaguru family 
together for scores of years through its prosperity and adversity, 
sunriseand sunset. They began feeling that the clouds of misfortunes 
were gathering again. Their aged backbones had started bending. 
Perhaps they were no longer capable of bearing any further assaults. 
Still they represented the fathers and mothers in the family who were 
more anxious than the others. Biswanath Rayaguru looked at the 
three of them as if they could provide him with some confidence. 
The grandmother seemed the most pitiable — as if she was used to 
taking it all without qualms. She had seen the end of three generations. 
Father-in-law, husband and son. It was impossible to imagine how 
she kept her heart and soul together seeing the death of her five sons 
after being a widow. It was strange how she did not give up the 
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ghost. Perhaps she had never desired to cry. Blood had only flown 
outas water ina state of mourning. This last mother of the Dwapara 
era was rearing pity like a child after the bloodbath of the Mahabharat 
war. She herself looked like the grey earth. 

Uncle had his gaze fixed on the ground. He exhaled a long 
breath and said, “You know Biswanath. You are the pride of our 
clan. You are an expert in all the arts. You have achieved a great deal 
relatively early. You know what the future holds in store for you. I 
have come here to tell you just one thing. Everyone in this entire 
area is grief-stricken because of Mrityunjaya. He flashes before my 
eyes all twenty four hours of the day. Yesterday night I dreamt of 
him. It was a strange dream. Goose pimples come all over my body 
when I even recall it. I have come to tell you about it. You are 
nobody’s fool. You make what you want to make of it.” 

All of them started wondering. What could be that dream? Life 
and death in their family were strange. So how did anything else 
matter - whether it was a dream or a reality? Everyone looked at 
Uncle and waited. Even now there was a streak of black hair on his 
head. His eyelids seemed droopped. The eyes looked sleepy. 

He raised his eyes and looked at everyone, saying, “ The birds 
had not started chirping till then. For some reason I woke up. I 
cannot sleep again once I wake up. My eyes were open. I had been 
staring. Ac this time I could see Mrityunjaya walking in with a stick 
in hand. He stood before me and looked into my eyes. Ina hoarse 
voice he said, “This time the Rayaguru clan will be free. I have 
come to free them. I was the one who had stolen their longevity 
from them. For seven generations they died young. I have been 
born to die sooner than anyone else. I will suffer all the diseases and 
old age for everyone. T hey will be free after that. They are notable 
to recognize me. I am their ancestor. I am the first Rayaguru. My 
name is Parsuram Nanda!” 

A shiver ran through everyone on hearing that name. The 
Rayaguru family still remembered that fiery forefather. He was 
a master tantric. 
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Uncle continued, “I made obeisance to him in that dream. He 
only looked at me for some rime. Then he said, ‘Tell everyone about 
me.’ Gradually, the figure became dim. He vanished. Then I could 
see lights of many colours. Many kinds of circles, tantric diagrams, 
flowers, smoke coming out from Homa. Several kinds of sounds 
could be heard. I opened my eyes out of fear and had no idea that I 
had closed my eyes. My heart was beating fast. It was still dark. As the 
first cock crowed, I left the bed and gor up. I had a wash and recited 
the Gayatri mantra to become calm again. I believe this to be true, 
son. That Parsuram Rayaguru is releasing you from this destiny of 
death. All of you will be spared when he leaves.” 

After having been mauled numerous times, the Rayagurus 
did not play Holi with any new hope so easily. All these might be 
true; but the sentence of death at the age of forty was even truer 
than this. The two brothers were therefore not too worried about 
it. Bur their mother could nor dismiss it lightly. She asked her 
brother, “Is this going to be true after all? Shall we ever be free of 
this curse? Who knows? You might believe it, brother. But I cannot 
believe it unless I see with my own eyes.” 

“Listen, Sulakshani! Whatever] am telling you is true to theword. 
Yesterday’s dream was no dream. Today I recall stories about Parsuram 
Rayaguru - what] had heard during my childhood. Once you link that 
to this, everything falls into place. Do you know how Parsuram 
Rayaguru had come to this land? He had come as an extremely poor, 
beggar Brahmin. Five sons and a wife tagging along - and nothing to 
eat. He begged from one village to another. The bank of the river was 
named Parsuramghat at his time only. The first day they spent the 
night below a tree. Parsuram had been working hard to make ends 
meet. He built a corrage there for his stay. Thar day it was Tuesday on 
new moon. Nobody had eaten anything since morning. The children 
had collecred some wild spinach and picked up some dry wood too. 
They were waiting for some rice to be brought for cooking. Parsuram 
Nandaarrived in the evening. From out of his earnings that day he had 
purchased various pujaarticles. His wife lost her temper and was terribly 


134 | Stories Incredible 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


angry when she discovered that he had brought no rice for cooking. 
She kepr shouring angrily ac him hurling all kinds of abuse, “Has any 
Mother given you a plate of rice? There is not even cloth enough to 
hide our backs. No rice at home ro eat with wild spinach. To hell with 
your shameless mysticism. To hell with your naked Mashani-chandi! 
You spent your whole life chanting all those mantras and never did any 
work. Throw those stupid books of yours into the river. My children 
could eat if you could grow some spinach instead. Throw away all 
those puja articles or I will set fire to them.” Parsuram Nanda passed on 
half the puja rice for cooking. His eyes blazed with anger. He sat down 
for puja. He was only roaring. The mantras were flying in all directions 
to fall on the sands of the river like lightning. That whole area was 
shaking as if hit by a quake. The whole village had heard that roar that 
day. The five sons and the wife shrank into themselves and lay inside 
the cottage feigning sleep. Parsuram recited the Devi scocras. Anyone 
would shiver hearing those chants. Sweat would run down your spine. 
I know what that stuff is made up of. He was invoking the goddess 
repeatedly by che recitation of the scocras. His wife had never heard 
him chanting mancras in that frenzied manner. She looked ac the 
cremation ground on the river bank from the dark cortage scared stiff. 
The fire port burned fiercely. Again Parsuram threw a fistful of 
something at the fire. Red coloured fire leapt up with even greater 
force than before. He was shouting, ‘Ugrachandike, Trayambake, 
Dhumrakhi, Kalabhujangaimnalini, Jwalamukhi, Yogini, Yogamaya! 
Appear before me! Bhramaramalini, Tripuravijayini, Parameswari, be 
contented! Banish che sorrows of poverty! Deliver me from this 
unbearable crossroads of fate!” 

His wife and children listened to everything on the sly. The 
constantly leaping flames burnt steadily. Sparks flew from che flames 
thar burnt steadily. Sparks flew from che flames only to merge wich 
the stars. He invoked the goddess in an even louder voice. He had 
been kneeling. Bur he rose from the place after some time. He came 
near the cottage and his eyes burned like red hot cinders. His body 
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seemed to be the colour of molten gold. His wife and children 
shrank even deeper into themselves. 

He shouted, “Come, you poor, unwanted, wretched souls - 
all those who are present in the cottage! Today Mother has taken 
pity on you. Drink! Drink the rains of kindness being showered by 
Mother. Mother is going to give you wealth, education, fame, 
power, intelligence, everything - in no time at all. 

“They came out of the cottage and sat downin a row. Parsuram 
gave them the offerings to eat. ‘Go, poverty cannot touch this family 
from today onwards.’ 

“Parsuram returned to the cremation ground again. He 
returned at dawn and had a bath. He gleamed like fire in the 
morning sun. The messenger of the king arrived and summoned 
him. That day he became Parsurarm Rayaguru. Wealth, respect, 
prestige and all the ingredients of enjoyments were showered on 
them without even asking for them. 

“Ac the end of twenty five years, the eldest son died suddenly. 
And then all five sons died one after the other. The old man Rayaguru 
was grief-stricken. He performed many pujas but did not have the 
resources to annul what he had received as the boon from the goddess 
at his own bidding. Who could go against what had been ordained? 
He himself had drunk the longevity of seven generations to serve it as 
an offering before the goddess. Where was the strength to counter 
that? Parsuram Rayaguru spent his days in sadness in spite of his 
position, prestige and wealth. His fame spread far and wide and his 
sons grew up like princes. The old man did not have the nerve to see the 
death of his grandsons with his own eyes. He gave up the ghost 
knowingly. Calling his grandson near him, he said, ‘The kindness of 
the goddess is showering on the Rayaguru family. Bur there is no time 
to enjoy all thar. I will do penitence for that. This is all my fault. I wil! 
come myself again to revert thelongevity. You keep the goddess happy, 
son. Don’t slip up on the rituals of puja. 1 will recurn. Positively I will 
return.’ Thus Parsuram Rayaguru has gone by informing and ordering 
everyone. Why should we not believe that he will be born again like 
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this after the seventh generation? This Mrityunjaya is your ancestor. 
The old man himself has come to revert everything. Your crisis is over. 
You’ may rest assured aboutit.” 

Ac this time Biswanath’s wife came into the courtyard opening 
the door. In the meantime, she had become so thin that her bones 
protruded. What grace she had! And how she had become dark! 
Her hair was unkempt and sari unclean. She held Mrityunjaya’s 
hand conducting him with her. He wore a dhoti in the manner of 
the Brahmins and put a towel around his neck. There was 
sandalwood paste on his forehead. Holding a stick in his hand he 
looked like a ripe old man of eighty. 

When the mother saw all of them together, she said, “He 
insisted obstinately to play the great-grandfather. He demanded to 
be dressed like this.” 

As if he was acting it out on stage, Mrityunjaya told everyone 
gravely, “I am the great-grandfather.” He put his stick on the ground 
and looked at everyone. As he discovered that everybody was 
surprised by his words and looked at him strangely, he hid his face 
in the loose end of his mother’s sari. He blushed. 

However, Uncle, Biswanath, Virendra and Sulakshana knelt 
down around him automatically. They were convinced that he 
was indeed Parsuram Rayaguru seeing his bony, bird-like chest, 
bearded chin and snow-white hair. 

Uncle said with his hands folded, “Who denies that you are 
great- grandfather? You are hiding yourself from us. But now we 
know that you have taken on this burden only for us. You have 
come to relieve this clan from all its misfortunes.” 

Mrityunjaya emerged from inside the sari and looked at these 
people. He laughed loudly. A coughing fit started and laughter 
and cough mingled to become one. 

Mother caressed his back and said, “All right, son. That will do. 
Don’t play any more. Let us go back. The coloured doll will be hanging 


over the black horse. The horse will run only when you sit on it.” 
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Whar was she saying? To whom was she talking? There was 
no child around here! 

“Listen, daughter,” said Uncle, “The boy you consider your 
son is in fact the ancestor of the Rayaguru clan. He is Parsuram 
Rayaguru himself and has come to remove rhe curse of death 
hanging over everyone’s head. Hence, he su ffered from all kinds of 
diseases and old age. He will die very soon.” 

Collecting her son into her lap she broke into a wail and chastised 
the uncle, “Why are you saying such inauspicious things? No one else 
is bearing the burden of my son. Some vampire has sucked away his 
blood. That is why he has become so bony. He will be fine with the 
proper treatment. Why are you all wishing him ill? If the gods want to 
save him, nothing that you say is going to change anything.” 

She was shouting. She was breaking down with racking sobs, “I 
know all of you. All of you are aloof. No one feels any kind of pain. 
Why is my ten-year-old darling son is turning ugly like this? Your 
happiness is yours. You have never even given any thought as to why 
this bud is dying even before it has bloomed. I have carried him in my 
womb and given birth to him. My sorrow is mine. I have borne the 
burden of the rocks. What does it matter to you? Why should you 
bear any ill will to my son? Haven’t you seen enough untimely death in 
this clan already? You are now planning to sacrifice a child!” 

All of them were swept away by this surge of emotion. Everyone 
felt suffocated in the fire, smoke and water that churned up inside the 
mother’s heart. Sulakshana did nor say anything. She stood up. As she 
returned with her face lowered, she said, “That’s it!! Has any dream 
ever come true! Why should he be Parsuram Rayaguru? Why should 
he deliver us from our troubles? No one has yer heard our prayers. 
‘Bisu’ has crossed thirty nine four months ago. Who is that goddess? 
Why doesn’t she devour me? Her belly should be full. It would be my 
end. I wouldn’t suffer such torments any longer.” 

She continued to wail and gor up on the verandah. The two 
brothers got up too. Biswanath caressed Mrityunjaya’s head and took 
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him cowards the gate holding his hand. Virendra walked behind with 
his head lowered. Biswanath’s wife stared towards the father and son. 
Uncle too stared at them. Biswanath was saying, “ Thav’s righc! What 
would the father do living for such a long time? The son should live 
with the years of his father!” Biswanath seemed to donace all his years 
to his son keeping his hand on that white head. Everyone’s eyes turned 
damp. The family members shuddered ro hear those words. 

Thar day Biswanath stayed for a long time with his son. He 
could nor believe his eyes when the mother was feeding her son 
making him sit on her lap. He had to convince himself repeatedly 
that che strange old man was actually his son. He was trying to 
console himself that old age was a disease - a very dangerous disease. 
It would noc allow him to live very long. 

Tears rolled down the mother’s eyes. She could not lift her 
face to look at her husband. Biswanath Rayaguru resembled a 
descendant of the gods. He had crossed thirty nine four months 
ago. Why did she not die while her husband and son continued to 
live? Where is that maker of destiny who decided the fates of human 
beings? How could he be so cruel? At one stroke, she would be left 
all alone. The vermilion from her head would be wiped!! How 
would he gain anything by torturing her? She recalled her maiden 
life - the games she used to play as a child. 

Mrityunjaya dozed off while eating - the way old men do. 
Biswanath held his wife’s hands and made her sit near him. She had 
forgotten the love of a husband these few years. Racking sobs 
escaped her in her anguish and the pains of happiness and sorrow. 
Biswanath embraced her slowly as if providing her with a warm 
nest. He was her father, mother, friend, everything! He was her 
support in this life and hereafter! 

Suddenly she woke up. Her heart was beating fast. Why was 
Biswanath showering so much love on her today so silencly? Was he 
proposing to leave her? Was he preparing himself for thaclast journey? 
She lifted her face and looked at him wide-eyed. There were tears in 
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Biswanath’s eyes. She understood. She clasped him rightly and wailed 
like a child, “No! No! That cannot happen!” 

Biswanath looked skywards amid all the wailings. There were 
marks of dried up tears on his cheeks. The son slept like an eighty- 
year-old man. He rose slowly, pressed the cheek of his wife and 
smiled at her. He said, “So I am leaving.” He went away. He looked 
like a god - like a lorus that had just bloomed. 

It was late night by then. The sky and earth were drenched in 
showers of rears. There was no one else at home. Who was that old 
man really who was sleeping on the bed? His neck had become thin. 
The clavicles were raised. The ribs could be counted. Was he my ten- 
year-old son? Where was my son - the one who looked so fair and 
handsome; whose eyes sparkled like stars; who used to roll with 
laughter and frolic around? Where was he? My youngest son, the 
apple of my eye, my most handsome son - where was he? 

She moved around the house with a lamp in her hand like a mad 
woman. Repeatedly she came back near the bed. No, this is not my 
son! My son is not there!! My son has died. That goddess has devoured 
him. She only devoured my son! The old man Rayaguru sacrificed 
him. She had no idea when she fell prostrate on the ground. 

The next day the doctor examined Mrityunjaya and declared 
thar all his organs had ceased to function because of extreme old 
age. His death was very natural. It was the ordinary death of a ripe 
old man. 

Biswanath is now forty five years old. Uncle declared that no 
one had the might to annul the scourge of death if Parsuram 
Rayaguru himself had not come to their rescue. 

In the autumn every year, during the Devi Puja, the annual 
rites of Mrityunjaya are observed. The Rayaguru family accepted 
him as their ancestor. Biswanath performed all the rites as a 
descendant. Everyone in this area talks about it! Everyone wonders! 


* 
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ihe Bird of Passage 


en age caught up with them all old people perhaps 

spoke in a different voice. Strange, profound language 

of some other country. A kind of detachment was 

somehow betrayed in their language. Just as they had no further 

keenness to cover their bodies, similarly, they made no effort to 

cover their words. Everything became open, uninhibited, frank 

and simple. Sunshine fell constantly on the ripe leaves of the banyan 

tree during sunset. It spoke little if the leaf was small. But how 
clearly it said everything ! 

That was why I stood on the outer verandah like an idiot. It 
was dark outside. A drizzle continued. Api Nani insisted that she 
had to return by the train at midnight. All of us knew that she was 
not going to live much longer. But we had no understanding of 
death. We could not come to terms with it. We were simply scared 
of it as if it was some unfamiliar animal swimming in darkness. We 
tried not to admit its existence as far as we could. 

Father was talking to Api Nani in the drawing room. Mother 
too sat there. I was horrified at bits of conversation that was going 
on. I was trembling and could not believe the words of the eldest 
member of the family. I just stood like an idiot in that darkness and 
could not decide whether I should go out in the rains to get 
medicines for her for the journey. 
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Had I ever understood their words? Father was always like a 
cloud floating in the horizon. Too long a cloud at that. Much bigger 
than the sky. And then there were Api Nani and mother. There was 
a difference of one year berween them. They were dwarfish, old 
clouds. All of them stood like pictures near the horizon. They had 
covered my entire sky in their own times. They had rained draining 
out all their juice. How they had looked after me! Who could say 
now that they had rained like that at one time? Whitish, old clouds 
devoid of any water! Very silent, unmoving, ripe and yellowish white 
layers of cloud. In order to understand them, I had ro wait till I grew 
up like them. Whar did it matter if 1 understood them forty years 
hence? That won’t be the story of this sky! 

Father was saying, “Do you think you are going to die 
immediately after reaching that village?” It was as if he was asking, 
“Will you change clothes right now? Will you keep your left leg on 
your right leg?” 

A simple, no-holds-barred, cruel question. For me it was 
terrible. “Do you think you are going to die immediately after 
reaching that village? 

Api Nani perhaps laughed. She laughed in that wheezing manner. 

She had crossed seventy a few months ago. Her voice had 
become feeble after being bedridden for six months. However, her 
laughter was still clear. Strange! Whar was there in that question to 
be so amused about? 

“I cold you I was going to die. Don’t you believe me? Brother, 
you just stay put for seven days. You will see for yourself whether or 
not I am speaking the truth.” 

“Aw ... asif you were any more alive earlier! You just want to 
create problems for me. For the past fifty years, you’ve been saying 
that you’d die. Tell me how often you’ve died? If you had died 
here, our son would be near you. Your last rites would have been 
carried out with honour. Ac that place it would be difficult to find 
a couple of bamboos to carry you to the cremation ground. The 
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kind of neighbours that you have there - don’t I know those 
wretches? Everyone will ignore you in a crisis. They will enjoy the 
scene from a distance. I am relling you I cannot handle those kinds 
of problems. Ultimately your dead body would be lying like that 
for days. The Municipality will come for you.” 

Again that wheezing laugh. 

“Don’t I know how easily you get scared of everything? That 
is why I’ve already made all arrangements. I’ve already kept bamboos 
and ropes in readiness. One cartful of wood has been kept in che 
backyard. That will be enough to burn me co ashes. Makara, son of 
Tima, is using his bullock cart to carry bricks. I have told him that 
he should carry the wood ro the cremation ground on hearing from 
us. He goes there every day to carry sand from the river.... And 
listen! There is that one old man in the entire area - Kedar Tiadi. All 
the others are kids - Ananza, Jogia, Shibu, Bishia and the son of 
Shankar Bhai - whar is his name? Oh yes, Kuna. I have cold all of 
them, ‘You know, sons. Iam dying. Iam going to just see Baidhar 
once. He has become some kind of an officer. He is engaged in very 
important work. He is nor able to move from that place. I have 
reared my son with a lor of love. I will just have a glimpse of him 
and will then recurn. My wish will be fulfilled. After that, this is 
the earth that is assigned for me. I will find salvation if am carried 
on your shoulders.” 

“Don’t talk through your head! Don’t I know those braggarts! 
They might have promised you. Whar shall I doif they do nor come at 
that time? You stay here! Twenty people will come and stand beside us 
if Baidhar wants. Everything can be taken care of - bamboos, wood, 
everything. You listen to me. You stay here. Everyone will offer you 
water when you die here. What will you get there?” 

Mother butted in, “Do you think you can persuade your sister? 
I have been explaining things co her the whole day. But she is 
adamant that she will recurn co chat hell hole. That is her husband's 
place! Bloody widow!” The sisters-in-law always pulled each other’s 
legs that way. 
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Again it could be heard amid wheezing laughter, “I am indeed 
going to that husband’s home. Only this time Ill go never to return. 
You can’t tell me again that I’ve ensconced myself in my father’s 
house. Iam grateful to you that you have done so much for me atl 
my life. Are you just my sister-in-law? You are my mother, aunt, 
friend and philosopher. Listen to me! My brother will not 
understand me. But you can understand everything, can’t you? I 
know how you have reared Baidhar with so much love. Now he 
has set up his home happily and lives comfortably with his wife 
and children. Why should we bother him when he is so young? 
Why should my own boy get into problems because of me? Why 
should he see pyres burning at such a tender age? Why should I be 
a thorn in his lotus forest?.... Apart from everything else, you must 
know that the bones of our seven generations have been merged in 
the sands of that river. It is better to be burnt there. They'd come to 
greet me. Everything had begun there. Let everything end there 
too. You eat something and get ready. It is already time to leave for 
the railway station. Brother will find the courage if you provide 
him wich the strength. Don’t worry about anything. I will explain 
everything to you. There won’t be any problem.” 

I stood like thar on the dark verandah. The drizzle continued. 
Api Nani kept insisting that she’d return by train. How could she 
go to the station in this rain in the first place? She was unwell. 
Won’ she get wet in the rains? I might be an officer for her. But 
didn’t I know the kind of officer I was! Api Nani, how can you 
understand my sorrows? If 1 had vehicles and servants at my disposal 
and if Ihad enough money, I would not be listening to your talk in 
the sly in this manner. You’d be telling everyone that you were 
leaving this place to die and would I have allowed you to go just 
like thar? 

Api Nani was perhaps leaving for another reason. I was not 
her son by birth. But was I any less a son? Mother had given birth to 
us - five brothers and a sister. Bur all of us were reared by Api Nani. 
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She had stood beside mother when each of us was born. She had 
cut the umbilical cord in each case and took charge of each one of 
us since birth. Mother once observed jokingly, “She is a sister by 
relation. But our king has two queens. My children have two 
mothers.” Apparently, I broke into a sob at the drop of a hat in 
childhood. Api Nani used to control me by pushing her dry nipple 
into my mouth. She used to sleep with me in her lap. 1 still 
remember... at times she cried a great deal clasping me to her bosom 
thinking me to be asleep. I listened to her wails with my eyes closed 
and was scared to open my eyes. I could not understand Api Nani 
at all and could not understand her wailings either. Even now I had 
not understood. 

Perhaps she had wanted one of us to address her as mother. 
That is why, she had once proposed to adopt me. There were many 
problems at home for that. My mother had a terrible temper. She 
knew how to throw tantrums although she never meant anything. 
We had got used to this ever since our birth. The quarrel between the 
two sisters-in-law was not a matter of a day or two. It continued for 
fifty years. Api Nani was always the weaker side; the helpless side. 
Father always shouted on behalf of mother. Api Nani too shouted 
back at times. She castigated father calling him eunuch and henpecked. 
But most of the time she broke into howls like a child. Thar could be 
heard even in the neighbourhood. Everyone knew about it. They 
too had gor used to it. The girl of the village became a widow just a 
few days after marriage. Ever since she had taken shelter in her own 
house. The brother and sister were extremely close. The sister-in-law 
was someone else’s daughter. Api Nani had to rake the brunt of it. In 
spite of it, she had spent her life in that house. Some day she was 
going to die there too. 

Her world moved around her brother. She always guarded 
him and served che lion’s share for him at lunch. There had been 
many scenes because of that. Even mother had come after her many 
times, “Why, you bloody widow, why do you always want to take 
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charge of your brother’s life? Why don’t you marry him in that 
case? Is he just your brother? Doesn’c he marter to any of us? Are 
we all strangers? Is your brother going to starve if you do not serve 
him? Are we his enemies?” Father too threw away rhe place of fish 
and rebuked her at times. But she was like thac. She’d die. But she 
could not bear any neglect of her brother. That is why she slogged 
in the house more than any male and worked in the house and 
cowshed. She carried water and cooked. Every Thursday she swept 
and swabbed sucha large house. She went co the fields and carried 
the paddy home at harvest times. When che sowing season started, 
she supervised the workers on the fields. Neither father nor mother 
had a brother. Api Nani was not just our aunt. For us, she was 
father’s elder brother, the younger brother of father, brother of 
mother, everything. She was the centre around which the house 
revolved and was also our guardian. But she was star-crossed, poor 
woman. Deep inside her, she was all alone. 

Father said again, “1 am telling you, Api, you are not going to 
die so soon. You’ve recovered a great deal. This new doctor is pretty 
good. He is no Kali Rayaguru that even healthy people would fall 
ill with his treatment. We will get more medicines from che new 
doctor. Another five or ten years - whatever has been ordained for 
you - you stay put for that period.” 

Mother joined forces, “1 am also saying the same thing. Look 
at her! Her face looks so fresh! It is bright as a mirror!” 

Api Nani pretended thar she had nor heard anything. Her 
eyelids perhaps closed momentarily. She gor tired very soon these 
days. The eyelids would perhaps close this way some day for all 
time to come. Who knew? 

“I too don’t feel like moving from here. Bur this brother of 
mine is hanging heavy around my neck. If what he says comes crue, 
I could die without encumbrances!” 

“Why the two of you cannot talk of anything but death beats 
me. Who is not going to die? What is new about it that you are 


146 | Stories {nceredible 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


trying to scare people? You’ll see - the two of you will be sitting like 
old haggards - I'll give you the slip.” 

Api Nani seemed ro come out of her reverie and said, “It is 
time for the train to leave. I have to go. You are trying to pull me 
back into some crevice without my knowledge. I am seeing things. 
Just now I saw a very tall man. Very fair too. There was such a large 
circle of sandalwood paste on his forehead.” 

Mother laughed and said, “Don’t talk poppycock! Only thar 
Govinda Das is visible to you at the time of your death. Why did 
he give up the ghost if he could be so near you? He snatched away 
your bangles and vermillion in your childhood. Put me into troubles 
throughout my life!” 

I had only heard about it. There was neither as handsome a 
man as Govinda Das in the neighbouring twenty villages nor 
another fair maiden like Api Nani in that whole area. Ac the time 
of marriage, Api Nani’s features had dazzled everyone. As the only 
daughter was being given away in marriage, a water pumpkin fell 
from the basket hung high and broke into pieces. That was a bad 
omen! In fact, calamity struck in two months’ time. The tall and 
fair Govinda Das, on whose forehead the circle of sandalwood 
paste seemed co shine like the rising of the moon, Api Nani’s 
husband, our uncle - he died after suffering from fever for a day. 

‘To break my habit of moving around with the wastrels of the 
village in summer afternoons, Api Nani clasped me to heraffectionately 
and told stories. She talked about the village, about Govinda Das, 
about the whice kite and our sweet-natured cows. Her versions about 
Govinda Das were always different. She said... Govinda Das was fair as 
a sahib... his chest was as wide as a window... his reecth were like the 
buds of jasmine. His armpits smelled like sandalwood paste. Some 
other time she said that the rascal had eyes like a jungle cat. He always 
wentaround with an unshaven face. His complexion was as black as a 
bear. When he put one of his pillar-like thighs on her, she could not 
even breathe. Api Nani used to laugh while recounting these versions. 
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I did notlikeit ac all. Api Nani had pressed her thigh on me. I had been 
pressed down inside her lap. She pulled me in even further. On one 
such afternoon I felt breathless and struggled. I threw my hands and 
legs at her. I pulled myself from out of her swear-drenched stomach 
after kicking at her all over. Her body smelc like that of a fisherwoman. 
Her words were like poison to me. I was five years old at the time. 
From that day, I had given her a wide berth and threw my hands around 
if she wanted to caress me. She cried to lure me back co her fold and 
crieda great deal. But I did not go near her again. Even now Api Nani 
smelt like a fisherwoman to me. Api Nani found solace in my younger 
sister when she found thar I did not care for her. She slept with her in 
herlap but no longer talked about Govinda Das. Rather she said thar 
she had given birth toa daughter like my sister. She had given birth to 
a son like me. Both of them had died at birth. Mother laughed on 
hearing this. She said that she talked like that all the time. Those were 
white lies. 

In that darkness I continued to sit on a chair on the verandah. 
It was getting darker by the minute. A strong breeze blew from the 
side of the casurina tree in front. There was no one on the roads. 

My wife had gone to her parents’ place along with our son. 
The cook perhaps dozed in the kitchen. The lights burned without 
a flicker. The past had pricked its ears for wind and rains in the 
drawing room. Someone waited very silently and near amid the 
rains and darkness, totally drenched. 

Api Nanidid not seem toattach any importance to what mother 
said. She said, “I have no intentions of persuading you. You know, 
brother, I have come to understand everything. I will tell you 
every-thing in detail. Today is Saturday. You won’t have any 
encumbrances by the next Saturday. Everything will be over bythen.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous. No one can be sure of life and death. How 
can you be so sure? Don’t think you can get away so easily. You are a 
great sinner. You’ve suffered throughout yourlife. You cannot getaway 
as easily as that without further suffering in your last stage.” 
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“No way. This time the cord would snap suddenly. I don’t 
dispute that Iam a sinner. But how did I get into all this in the first 
place? Because of you two. You are the Lakshmi and Narayana in 
my life. Your children tied me to life. 1 might have prayed a thousand 
times that I should die. But had I ever truly wished to die? I had 
been overtaken and consumed by greed. I had embraced all these 
on my own. But no longer do I wish to be entangled with all these. 
The cords have snapped from all sides. I have a date to keep this 
Tuesday. You will see that is the day I’d die.” 

“If you are selecting the day to die, why don’t you allow one 
more day to pass? Wednesday happens to be the Ekadasi. This is 
Nirmala Ekadasi - the luckiest ones get to die on such a day.” 

Mother laughed, “I haven’t seen a couple who are as shameless 
as you two. You excel each other. Why, is your sister going to her 
husband’s house so that the right time and day have to be 
determined!” 

Api Nani did not smile. She said in a clear but feeble voice, 
“That is the real husband’s house. You too will go there in your 
own time. All right, brother, Ill do exactly what you have 
suggested. I will go on Wednesday. One can’t lightly dismiss these 
days and times. Nor that they matter much. Everything is over 
once you close your eyes. The days and times do not matter on the 
other side. I know everything! Haven’t I died earlier? I’ve died 
many times. Even now I am dying. My legs have died from hips 
down. So the rest of the body will suffer for a day or two. All right, 
it’s done then. Wednesday is the day.” 

Everything became quiet somehow; even the wind and the 
rains seemed to stop outside. I felt ill at ease and didn’t feel like 
getting up from that place. I didn’t feel like going anywhere or 
doing any work. How could medicines help Api Nani? What was 
the meaning of getting ready for the journey? 

“There will be the deluge on Tuesday night, brother. You won’t 
remain awake that night at all. You won’ be able to bear it. You put 
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me in that room near the kitchen and close the doors from outside. 
All of them will come together thar night. Mother will come sobbing 
as usual with chat large circle of vermilion on her forehead, thar big 
nose ring and tattooed chest. She has already come a number of times 
to me. Father will come. This time he won’t run away after looking 
at me. He will stand without any emotion exposing his por belly 
with a towel over his shoulders. He was never able to look at the 
naked hands and legs and the bare forehead ever since his daughter 
became a widow. T hat day will be different. He will stand roored to 
the ground... Govinda Das will come and will look shyly at me. Your 
eldest son will come. He has become quite fond of me. He will come 
and flap his mouth to talk to me.” 

Mother started sobbing. Father remained silent resting his chin 
on his hand. 

From the depths Api Nani continued ro speak, “If the jaws 
jam together by the morning, open my mouth and pur a drop of 
Ganga water. I’d be looking on. The entire universe will be visible 
to me at that rime. Ill be hearing many things... I’ve kept the soil of 
Ganga in my bag. Put that on my forehead. Put my prayer beads 
around my neck. Recite a chapter from the Bhagavad Gita. I may 
not be able to hear anything. The seas will rush at me. There will be 
a hiccough that will carry me away to the other side.” 

Api Nani was again exhausted. She slept for about two minutes. 

“She speaks in a way as if she is able to see everything. What 
shall we do? How do we make all the arrangements? Who will 
light the pyre? How will the shraadh ceremony be held? Where is 
the money?” 

Did anyone talk about the shraadh ceremony in this manner? 
Was it the same thing as a marriage? Death and life - were they one 
and the same thing? How? The ground was slipping from beneath 
my feet. My throat had dried up. 

Api Nani floated up from deep water. Perhaps she had no idea 
thar she had shrunk in for a while. She said, “There is a new sariin my 
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trunk. You know which one it is? Auntie gifted it to me during the 
marriage of Govind Das’ nephew. It must be twenty years old. She 
gave me that sari. It is as good as new. Roll that around me. You'll 
find another bundle of clothes. It breaks up when you touchit. That 
is my marriage sari. Put that under my head ina bundle. Press a bit of 
nirmalya down my throat. Over! Carry away my body after that. I 
have instructed that nephew of mine. He will light the pyre. You 
don’t have to spend a dime for anything.” 

All along we had opened the trunk and Api Nani’s bags. She 
had always jumped on us like a tigress and snatched them away 
from our hands. She had pushed us away from that place. I was 
always raking away the soil of Ganga thinking it to be chalk. I used 
to draw lines on the ground and walls with thar. It had become too 
small. Api Nani procured another through somebody and stored it 
again in her bag. The ground seemed- to recede when we saw 
through her spectacles joined together with a piece of string.... All 
this happened in our childhood. Then there was a distance becween 
us under che pretext of studies. Api Nani swam by us like a shadow. 
Sometime she returned from the village after harvesting. Sometime 
she arrived with someone to put fresh straws on the cowshed. At 
other times she cooked in the kitchen. Or she swept the entire 
house with a broom in hand. Or she cleaned walls and roof. Api 
Nani’s face coloured in the sunshine. She was che fairest in our 
house after all! Her skin shrivelled in old age. But even now the 
blue tattoo on her arms shone at nights. 

Mother was telling us how Api Nani dazzled everyone like a 
flame in her youth. She had blue eyes. Lots of jet black hair on her 
head. If she knotced her hair, it was as big as a coconut. She only 
wore a borderless white cotton sari now. The hands and feet were 
like the petals of lotus. They were all pink. The fingers were like 
the buds of champak. Her brother and sister-in-law never senc her 
outside for fear. All the village folks gathered on the road whenever 
she stepped out of the house. Everyone’s eyes were wide open. 
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Those features had kept the twenty neighbouring villages 
enthralled for twenty years. Everyone talked about her. 

With her star-crossed fate, she took shelter in her brother’s 
house and swabbed the cowshed with those hands. She drew water 
from the well and watered the vegetable garden. She did all kinds 
of hard labour. For fifty years, she served her brother and sister-in-- 
law. It was just that she had been born asa woman. Otherwise, she 
was no less than any male. 

The same Api Nani wanted to go back to her husband’s village 
today. She wanted to die there. Wasn’t she scared? Weren’t my 
parents scared? Weren’t they sad? Who knew? 

Mother laughed slightly and said, “The shameless woman has 
madeall the arrangements to go to her husband’s place. But what was 
the hurry to go back to Govinda Das in this rain? Your pyre is not 
likely to burn in these rains. How do you go to him in that case?” 

“It is true. There will be many problems,” said father. 

“Oh no, brother. Things have changed. I have seen everything 
for myself. They've built beautiful pucca houses on the cremation 
ground. Cemented pandals have been made for the burning of 
pyres. The place is very cool. Anyone would want to die considering 
the cool breeze blowing there.” 

“So you are really starting out? Have you snapped all the 
cords?” 

“Why are you talking so shamelessly, Bhauja? Where is the 
question of cords? I will slip away. This rotten body will be lying 
here like a bundle of dirty cords.” 

“How can you say all this with such a straight face? Aren’t 
you afraid of the pains that will be inflicted on you by Yama? How 
will you enter that territory which has no roads? How will you face 
Yama,- the god of Death?” 

“Do you think I am afraid of that rascal? What kind of pains 
he’d inflict? What have I not suffered already? I’ve slept on fire! I’ve 
gone down into the deep seas. I have walked on the razor’s edge. 
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Yama himself would faint when he hears of what I have been through. 
I’ve not feared to live. Why should I now fear to die?” 

“Don’t be too sure of yourself! Don’t dismiss death so lightly 
when you know nothing about it. Creatures with teeth as big as 
shovels and eyes as big as ovens in terrible shapes will tie you up and 
whisk you away. Who has the strength to escape them?” 

“I have seen all those. Every night a few of them come and 
make faces at me. They melt into nothingness the moment I glare 
at them. Someone looks like Kedar Tiadi. Someone else looks like 
Baanchha Paikray. They wring their hands and show their teeth. 
Several naked males like hairy bears. They all vanish into thin air 
when I spit at them. It is not just today. For ages I have lived with 
these messengers of death and have fought with them. They’ve 
killed me often. I’ve torn them into pieces many times. Death 
vanishes every time when I wake up. I know those shameless rascals. 
What do they think of the wife of Govinda Das?” 

I was stunned to see Api Nani’s confidence in herself, her self- 
esteem and her determination not to allow any male to come 
anywhere near her. I was convinced that Api Nani could fight wich 
Yama if she wanted to do so. What was death before her? She could 
pulverize it under her feet. Who had the might to pull away this 
tigress, this proud, chaste woman? I felt suffocated with hot breach. 
Water flowed from my eyes and nose. The hairs stood on ends all 
over my body. 

Mother laughed again, “If you are so chaste, why couldn’t 
you snatch Govinda Das away from Yama?” 

Api Nani smiled wheezingly, “Whar could I tell you, Bhauja? 
You’d think I am telling you a lie. But this is truth for me. Do you 
think he has gone anywhere? He has hidden himself in chis house as 
long as I have lived. He is ashy man. He has never raised his face and 
looked at me. All the time he has made way for me with his face 
lowered. I’ve taken a vow that I will rid him of his shyness this time. 
The effeminate fellow will come. He will call me by pulling my 
hand. Only then I'll go. Don’c think I run after him just like that.” 
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“Why don’t you call Lord Jagannath if you know that your 
end is at hand? Why are you chasing after all these shadows? Why 
talk of Govinda Das ~ no one is here. You are only seeing things. 
You wrest your mind from those things. Think of the Lord.” Father 
tried to remonstrate with her in this manner and walked away inside 
the house. Api Nani stared at his brother intensely. 

“Oh, save it! Don’t I know your Lord Jagannath! He is my 
enemy! He’s been after me throughout my life out of envy. He 
seems to be making faces at me all the time. He has snatched away 
everyone from me. He’s destroyed my world. He has snatched away 
my father, mother, sister, husband, cattle, everything. Even now 
Heis pressing me down. I’ve been trying to push Him away. He is 
sticking to my wall like a picture. I’ve been trying to brush Him 
away like dirt. 1 am not able to fight Him. I begged Him ro leave 
me alone and to recurn my world ro me. He entered my palms and 
glared as usual at me. I know He is not going to leave me alone. He 
will destroy me. Only then will He be happy! Do you know what 
I’m scared of now? Govinda Das will look at me when he calls me 
by pulling my hand! If his eyes do nor blink at the time? If his fair 
face becomes jet black? Whar shall I do then?’ 

Father called from inside, “Get ready ro leave. Where is that 
Baidhar?” 

I entered the house like a stupid fellow. I could not look at 
Api Nani’s face. I could not look at anyone’s face. I kept standing 
on the inner verandah just like that and had no idea what 
arrangements were to be made for Api Nani’s journey. 


© 


(Footnotes) 
* Nani - elder sister ‘ nirmalya - dry mahaprasad of Lord Jagannath. 
“ Bhauja - sister-in-law 
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Rebirth of a Tree 


A. have gone by... 


A great sage had once come to this village. 

As he turned his gaze rowards the south, the sky was filled 
with clouds in this drought-prone area. For three days and three 
nights there was incessant rain. The fields overflowed with water. 
The boundaries of the fields disappeared. There was water 
everywhere. Everyone was satiated - trees, plants, cattle, animals, 
birds, fields-, everyone. 

Old seeds sprouted up from the wer ground. Tender faith 
covered che wet human beings and their wet minds. The old folks 
of che village gathered near the pandal at the end of the village in 
fine rains. The diminutive sage was like a fleeting smile. Naked, 
bony body. Thin hands and legs. Shaven head. His age could not 
be known for certain. He smiled looking at everyone’s faces. 
Dukhishyam Baba knew everything. He fulfilled everyone’s wishes 
and gave many sermons. He reprimanded che wicked and took care 
of the good. He caressed the poor, the sick and the unhappy. He 
stayed in the village for three days and took only three Tulsi leaves 
and three palmfuls of rain water during chat time. Then he went 
away. He had come to give something; and he gave. He did not 
take anything in recurn. 
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The young boys of the village did not take Gandharva 
Gochhait seriously when he said this as if he had memorized it by 
heart. They winked at each other and smiled furtively. The bold 
among them even tut -tutted. They thought that the old man 
Gochhait was an old bluffer. He might have seen something during 
his childhood. And now he was talking of the coming of sages. 

Having cold that one lie throughout his life, it seemed to be 
the truth to him. These days he could even see a shadow wandering 
near that place. Yet they loved to hear the same thing over and over 
again from him. 

“Why you stupid fellow! Go and ask your father if you don’t 
believe it. Even he might not have seen it. He too is just a kid as far 
as Iam concerned.” 

After that he looked vacantly from inside his half closed eyelids 
and seemed to be talking to himself. ‘I might have been a child at 
that time... but what about the others? Dukhishyam Baba looked 
like a child too. Naked body. Round, cherubic face. Clean, shaven 
head. Everyone was looking at him. Suddenly, a mango appeared 
in both his hands. As big as a pumpkin it was. Neither I nor anyone 
could say from where he took it out. It was no big deal for him. He 
wanted to shower kindness and he did exactly that. 

“He pushed the wet soil aside and buried that whole mango 
there with its stem up. He did not say anything. He threw the mud 
off his smallish palms, cleaned his hands and smiled ac everyone. 

“Everyone stared. Some asked questions. Dukhishyam Baba 
pointed once at the ground and then at the sky. He smiled again at 
everyone and walked away. Some people started walking after him. 
But he raised his hand behind him and restrained them. He went 
away towards the temple of Lord Madhava.” 

A dream that was dying out! But that huge mango cree at the 
end of the village was no dream! At some point in time a circle of 
cement had been erected around its trunk. Children played chere. 


Young boys played kabaadi. The old men played chess. Each in his 
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own time. All the other trees of the village were shorter than the 
mango cree. All the houses were shorter. Only the old man 
Gandharva was seven years older than it. Not many mangoes grew 
on that tree. About forty mangoes grew at the most on such a huge 
tree. But each mango was likea pumpkin. The stems were as thick 
as fingers. The body was fleshy and smooth. No one touched the 
mangoes. Everyone gathered when they became ripe. The mangoes 
were plucked with a bamboo stick. None of them ever fell on the 
ground. The ripe, grey mangoes with resina dripping from their 
stems were kept carefully ona clean, white cloth. Everyone guarded 
everyone else. No one as much as touched them. They were the 
mangoes of the deity’s tree - they could not be eaten just like that. 
One mango was despatched ro the presiding deity of each of the 
twenty five neighbouring villages. Everyone in those villages 
expected to partake of this mango as prasad. The rest of the mangoes 
were offered to Lord Madhava. That day the village came alive 
with kirtan and festivities. The day came around the festival of 
Savitri Amabasya. 

Forty seeds for the forty mangoes. Everyone had tried his best 
for the last three generations to grow a similar tree. But no one had 
met with any success. The seed did not sprout anywhere. The deity’s 
tree had grown old. The trunk was being consumed by soil. The 
branches were becoming thinner. The fruits were not as big as they 
used to be. But no other tree like that could grow as if some spell had 
been cast. Gandharva Gochhait himself had tried it all his life and 
had lost out. It was commonly believed that he had lost out even 
after pouring water over Lord Shiva five times a day and eating a 
strict vegetarian diet without oil or spices for months on end. No 
one had ever seen a single seed ever germinating. 

The new babus arriving ac the village had laughed ac this. One 
of them confidently said that he knew how to bring a dead tree 
alive. He made the villagers dig a five feet hole. He mixed all kinds 
of fertilizers in the soil. He took measurements with a tape and 


NSiericsy ଭnecpredible | 157 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


buried the seed. He poured water in a tin by the hour keeping a tab 
on his watch. After a month had elapsed in this manner, he dug the 
soil and took out the seed angrily disappointed. The seed had turned 
black and dead. Even the inner portion of the seed had become 
black and was full of fungus. 

So another tree like this was not going to grow anymore! 
Everyone was afraid that the tree was dying. Mangoes may not 
even grow on the tree after a few years. For the last three generations, 
the deity’s mangoes had been considered equivalent to the wealth 
of the village. This would only remain as a dream hereafter. It would 
only remain as a story to be cold by a kid of today to his great 
grandsons. 

As the elderly of the village were talking in this vein on the 
cemented pandal, they saw Gandharva Gochhait walking by quite 
fast. Many who were much younger than him had become bent 
from the waist and were walking with the help of sticks. Sanei’s 
mother was like his daughter. Her nose touched the ground. But 
Gandharva Gochhait was as straight as a lance. Ripe old man of 
uncountable years. Seven years older than the deity’s mango cree. 

He was walking by. One of these persons said, “You know, 
brother, this old man is the only glory of ourvillage. We are rich because 
of him. Never any drought. Never any flood. All the granaries are full. 
He is the person who stands guard over the four dharmas ~ he is like 
this mango uree of the deity. Otherwise, the way today’s brats conduct 
themselves, we are not very far from doomsday.” 

“And remember. 1 am telling you today. The day this old 
man finally closes his eyes, that day all the glory of this village will 
vanish. That day this mango cree will also die.” 

Everyone sitting under the mango cree shivered hearing him 
speak thus in a chilling voice. It was as if che tree went through a 
shiver. As if the stones grew goose pimples all over them. 

Why, that was true! The old man Gandharva was sure to die. 
The old man did not have any descendants either. His only daughter 
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died without a child sixty miles away. Just as this tree was, So was 
Gandharva. This was growing a few fruits only in deference to the 
orders of the sage. It had no inclination to spread its roots here. 
Both must be having one soul surely! 

Five to seven elderly people sat as if mesmerized. They had a 
premonition of danger. At this time Banka, the eldest son of Bhagia, 
arrived to call his father. Gifts had ro be sent to his daughter’s place 
on the occasion of Savitri Amavasya. How could he send the gifts 
without showing them to his father firs? All kinds of fruits, 
bangles, saris, vermillion - everything was arranged. The old man 
just had to see and give his assent. 

The young people of the village drew alot of comfort on seeing 
these old men together near the tree. They themselves were already 
fathers of a number of children. Still the old fathers had kept them 
covered from heat and cold with old palm-leaf umbrellas. Many of 
their sons were already studying in colleges. They were all spoilt 
brats and wore coloured, townee shirts bought with the money their 
parents earned from selling rice. The parents scolded them seeing 
their appearance, behaviour and speech. Burt those old folks caressed 
them kindly and stroked their unkempt hair. They pulled each other’s 
legs. The parents remonstraced with them, “You know, father, you 
are giving them too much of a lift. They will take charge of the 
village ultimately some day!” An old man would then retort, “Aw, 
cut it out! Since when do you think you have grown up? Haven't I 
seen you in your youth? Everything will fall into place when the 
right time comes.” The children were ecstatic within themselves. 

Banka called his father Bhagia in that crowd of old folks. 
No one answered. Bhagia too seemed lost with his chin resting 
on his knees. 

One of them said, “Banka, can you see this mango cree of the 
deity dying?” 

“It is already ages old. How can you expect it to remain young 
forever?” 
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“It is not that. If this tree of five generations dies, do you 
think Goddess Laxmi will continue to remain in your village?” 

Banka understood. He said, “What else could we do, Uncle? 
It is the wish of the sage who had gifted this. Haven't we already 
done enough work? Otherwise there would have been a forest of 
these trees in all these twenty five villages. But it has no live seed at 
all! What can we do...? This tree cannot have children.” 

Everyone became quiet. Bhagia left that crowd silently to 
supervise the gifts to be sent to his granddaughter. Banka was only 
a child. How could he ensure that everything was all right? He 
must have gone wrong somewhere. 

It was Bhagia’s turn that day to send food to the old man 
Gandharva. The villagers had taken care of the old man in turn for 
the past twenty years. No hearth was lit in his house. He had no one 
else to look after him. But he was the great, great grandfather of 
everyone in the village. If everyone fed him once daily, the turn came 
once in three months. Everybody felt happy about sending him food. 
It was like a festive occasion in the house. Rice, dal, curry and fry 
were carried covered with a banana leaf like carrying offerings to the 
deities. The old man had given up non-vegetarian food for a long 
time. Earlier he never sat down to eat without salted fish. 

That day a group of young men changed the straw on the roof 
of his one-roomed hut. They cleaned up the insides. Everyone was 
a child for Gandharva Gochhait - his own great grandsons and 
great-great grandsons. He himself stood higher than a palm tree 
with his branches spread. All these were growing up in che shelter 
of his shadow. 

Anyone entering the village arrived near the old man first. 
Without his consent, the bridge across the river could not be built, 
pesticides could not be sprinkled on the rice fields, the cowdung 
gas plant could not be set up to light the hearths. 

In front of the eyes of the old nan, the fifteen households of 
the village had spread branches to become a hundred and fifty 
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households. He had the same one-roomed hut as before, nothing 
else. He had even registered his land in favour of Lord Madhava 
twenty years ago. That was the year his old wife died. The old man 
gave away everything after casting her aschi in the Ganges. He’d 
have floated away anywhere he liked if it were not for the affection 
showered on him by the village folks. But no one else had considered 
the village as his own with as much affection as he had done. No 
one believed as much as him that the sage and the mango tree were 
related to each other as inexorably as that. 

The afternoon was quite advanced by the time the food arrived 
for the old man from Bhagia’s house. The other elderly people 
from near the mango tree arrived. Their only wish was to do 
some-thing for that ancient man. But Gandharva Gochhait was 
more agile than everyone else. He finished his food and smiled at 
the others raising his grey eyelashes slightly. 

“Hello, boys. What brings you here at this hour?” The 
toothless, grey-haired, old men moved around him like children 
and sat down near his bed. One of them pressed the old man’s 
stick-like thin legs. 

“Uncle, this year there are only twenty eight mangoes in the 
deity’s tree. They are also not very large ones. What if we offer the 
whole lot to Lord Madhava?” 

“Wait a moment. Wait a moment. How can you talk like that? 
It is bearing fruits in deference to dharma only. There are still three 
mangoes left for Lord Madhava after we give away twenty five 
mangoes for the other villages. We deserve this much this year. 
Don’t be greedy. Greed will beget calamities.” 

“Bur Uncle, the tree will die out ultimately. It is dying a bit 
every day. You must have noticed how that branch on the western 
side has already dried up.” 

“It is an old tree. Gradually its limbs will die out. It will start 
decaying from the top. It will start receding from top down. But it 
will not die out as long as there is life in the roots inside the earth. 
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Look at me. My limbs have shrunk. They are decaying. Bur there is 
life inside even now. Once life departs, this tree will also fall down.” 

“Why Uncle, why talk like that? You are the moving image. 
Indra is ruling in the heavens ro uphold dharma only because you are 
moving around in the village. Do you think thar this village would 
have continued ro remain prosperous for so many years otherwise? 
We have already seen so many villages which have simply died out. 
There is obviously something which sustains this village.” 

“Icis he, son. The sage who had come ro the village. He stands 
guard over our village. He guards us in the shape of this cree. It isa 
saint’s tree. How could it beget children? Another cree will be born 
only when it gets the support of another lonely saint. I have been 
thinking for a long time....” 

The old man’s voice became softer. The eyes started to close. 
These people pricked their ears. 

“I have been thinking .... The tree will bear fruits but the 
fruits won’t grow up as trees.... What kind of aberration is this! ... 
Oh, yes, a tree will grow for sure. But a man has to go for that.” 

After being quiet fora while, the old man began snoring softly. 
Those people left the place silently. 

Savitri Amavasya was only a week away. It was an auspicious 
day. Mangoes were to be plucked today. They were to be kept 
covered in straw for seven days. Then they would ripen. That kind 
of mango was not seen anywhere else. Each one weighed more than 
two kilograms. They were even bigger earlier. That was the rime 
when che tree was young. That was the time when the old man 
Gandharva was young. 

The word spread. As the sun faded in the afternoon, the 
village folks arrived near the pandal. The old man Gandharva had 
been watching everyone sitting in a corner. He was smiling. One 
gor the impression that this pandal was his. These mangoes were 
his. He was the tree itself. This village, the men, women, children, 
old men who had gathered there - each one was the sapling of his. 
They were growing and bearing fruit. And then they wilted. 
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Three to four young men climbed up che tree. Small sickles 
had been tied up in straw ropes at the end of thin bamboos. Wide 
baskets hung from the bamboos to collect the mangoes. The 
mangoes slipped into the baskets once they were cut from their 
stems by the sickle. 

All of them touched the mango cree three times each and 
bowed their heads. They embraced the tree as if it was a member of 
their families. Then they went up. All four of them went up fast 
from branch co branch. 

The children created a racket on the ground. Everyone’s gaze 
was fixed on che tree, on the mangoes and on the bamboo sticks. 

Gandharva had been gazing upwards with his neck craned. 
He said, “Yes. Start with that. Thar is the biggest. Pluck it first.” 

Sindura’s son Bharat was on that branch. He was quite an 
athelete — a shiver ran down everyone’s spine as he stood on the top 
branch without holding on to anything. Someone shouted out 
like a guardian, “Hey son, don’t stand like that without holding 
on to anything. Hold that branch.” 

Bharat extended the bamboo stick towards the mango as if he 
had not heard anything. He cried to push himself forward as he 
found the stick to be slightly short. He could touch the mango 
wich the stick. Again the mango was moving away. A thin branch 
was obstructing it in the middle. The mango was in a playful mood. 
No one could breathe easily. Many people on the ground turned 
the same way as the bamboo stick turned. They were all quiet. The 
other three looked from the other branches, bamboo sticks in hand. 
Bharat extended his stick cowards the biggest mango. The athletic 
young man was standing on his toes on that cop branch. Without 
being aware of it, many people guided him from below. To the 
left, to the right, yes — just a bit more... Bharat could see the mango 
swaying. The branch on which he stood was swaying coo. Ah! The 
sickle had perhaps gor stuck co the stem! 

Gandharva shouted from below, “Hold it, Bharat! Collect 
yourself!” Everyone saw Bharat swaying from one side to the other 
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and then he sat down on the branch. Everyone’s gaze was fixed on 
the mango. The old man Gandharva’s eyes were on Bharat. 

“L et it go, son. That stick won't do. Throw that away and 
pick up a longer one.” 

Sticks were changed on the tree itself. Bharat stood up with the 
new stick and immediately cut the mango from its stem. The mango 
fell into the basket. The stick got lowered and Bharat was pulled 
forward. He caught on toa branch with his left hand and was safe. 

People cheered from the ground. Everyone was happy. The 
first mango of the year had been plucked. Bharat climbed down to 
a lower branch and extended the stick. Banka moved the mango 
from the basket with both hands and showed it to everyone. Gosh! 
Its real size could be known only when it was brought down. What 
a huge thing it was! Banka handed over the mango to Gandharava. 
Gandharva stood on the pandal holding on to the mango like a 
newborn baby. Then it was kept aside. Plucking of other mangoes 
continued. Twenty eight mangoes gathered in a heap looked like 
four loads of mangoes. All were equally ripe. The body of the 
mangoes were full of pimples. They looked as if they had been 
covered with ash. Each of them looked like a small, fat monk with 
his body covered with ash. 

It was cloudy on the day of Savitri Amavasya. It might rain 
anytime. There was no breeze at all. It was not very hot. But it was 
extremely humid. Everyone was sweating. 

The village had only three mangoes as its share this year. Bur. 
what could be done? This could not be increased. Whatever kindness 
the tree showed had to be accepted. Still everyone felt somewhat 
let down. It would have been enough for everyone in the village if 
the fruits of the tree of the village had remained in the village. But 
that too could not be done. No one could disobey the old man 
Gandharva. The elderly people of the village believed that the tree 
would stop bearing any fruit if the old man asked it to do that. The 
old man’s soul had got intertwined with the soul of the tree. Three 


164] Srorics tnepedihbl 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


mangoes to be distributed among a hundred and fifty families. 
That was almost nothing. 

Another rumour had spread throughout the village. After sending 
twenty five mangoes to the neighbouring villages, the old man had 
carried away the biggest mango to his house to ripen it. Only the two 
other mangoes were in Lord Madhava’s kitchen. It was rumoured that 
the old man had stored the mango in his towel with a lot of straw 
around it. He was constantly with it like a mother hen sitting on her 
eggs. He was even sleeping at night with the mango in his lap. 

The young boys said that the old man had turned greedy and 
wanted to eat that mango all by himself. He was going to eat it on 
his own to satisfy his long standing desire. Why should it not be 
snatched from him? 

No, no... that was out of the question. The old man himself had 
distributed hundreds of mangoes with his own hands. He had looked 
after this tree all his life and had never shown any greed. If he wanted 
one mango for himself now, so beit. Let him eat it. Don’t say anything. 
Even the gods would be angry if it was snatched from him! 

The oldest people said, “This seems to be something different. 
Don’t we know the old man? He is giving life to that mango. He is 
himself entering into it. Ultimately he will offer it to Lord Madhava. 
He is not that stupid that he cannot understand the simple thing 
that the mango cannot be eaten just like that. It is as good as snake 
poison! How could he eat that?” 

The sky had been covered with cloud on the day of the Savitiri 
Amavasya. Everyone suffered because of the humidity. The word 
spread suddenly that the old man Gandharva was missing. No one 
had seen where he had gone. Everyone ran towards his house. They 
entered the house. Everything was as before. The old man had not 
slept on the bed at night. The towel with straw on it lay in one 
corner. But the mango was not inside. 

So both the old man and the mango were missing. The word 
spread. The young people ran everywhere looking for him. Where 
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had the imposter gone? Where was that dwarf, that mango thief of 
uncountable years? They’d strip him naked if they could find him. 
They would make him sit on that pandal and show him ro all the 
villagers even when mango juice and flesh stuck to his face, chest 
and the joints of fingers. He’d be shaking his hand as if throwing 
mud off his fingers. Bur the flesh of that wonderful mango would 
stick to the fingers. The villagers moved here and there. They 
repeatedly said the same thing, how the old man vanished, how he 
went away somewhere carrying that last mango. 

The elderly people were silent. They kept looking vacantly in 
front of them. They could not understand how all these things 
came to pass. How could the old man vanish just like that? That 
day he was hallucinating that the seed would surely grow into a 
tree, but a man had tro go for that. Now a man had gone. But where 
was the seed? Where was the tree? 

The womenfolk missed the old man. Such an auspicious old 
man had left the village. Such an ancient old man! One woman 
believed that she was looking into another age while looking at 
him. Let that mango go. There’d be mangoes as long as the tree was 
there. But the old man should come back. How well he spoke! 
What a radiant smile he had! That timeless old man had treated 
everyone as his own. 

The old man had gone away somewhere from last night. Last 
night, Yamaraj sitting on his buffalo had dragged away Satyaban 
with a noose around his neck. Savitri brought him back from che 
other side. It was the dark night when dead men were brought back 
to life. Life was created that night. Blessings were given. Ultimate 
victory came from ultimate defeat. Pushing aside death, life emerged 
from inside it. 

The whole village had the feeling that it was missing 
something. That afternoon people gathered in Lord Madhava’s 
premises as if they were searching for something. They could not 
find the pole around which normal life had gone on for ages. 
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There was delay in the gardener bringing water from the 
garden well. Everyone waited. He came running wide-eyed and 
said something co someone. T he three or four of them ran towards 
the garden. All the others followed suit without understanding 
anything. 

A new hole had been dug at one place in the garden. It had 
been filled up. A sharp crowbar lay near it covered with soil. 
Nothing else was there. 

Everyone recognized the crowbar which belonged to the old 
man. Wisdom dawned immediately on everyone that the sage had 
buried the mango at that place with its stem up. No answer would 
come forth for any question posed to that ancient man. He must 
have gone away somewhere shaking off his hand after burying the 
mango. This mango will surely grow into a tree. The mango of the 
sage cannot go waste. Four generations had stared at the 
responsibility beating inside the earth. There was nota sound from 
anyone. Everyone seemed to have bowed low under the load of 
thar ineffable blessing. 
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The ream Pediar 


mean by different country is that they look different to us. This 

belief changed once you reached there. When you had rea in 
their company sitting amidst the familiar furniture of their drawing 
room, you could know that they used Lipton Green Label like us. 
They made their mattress covers with printed cloth from the Khadi 
Board. They too kept their south-facing windows open for the breeze 
and loved to see the sun rise through the eastward windows - just like 
us. But there were problems because of that bridge in between. 
Somehow or other every day smoke or fog rose over that bridge in 
the evenings. The street lights looked elongated like they were newly 
coloured. Very familiar people of this side looked hazy, unknown 
and disappearing backs while they crossed the bridge. Ac that time, 
one felt that he was not going to return any more. 

Ihad been standing to take some paans from a shop near that 
bridge. I asked for different spices to be put with a dash of Baba 
Zarda thrown in the paan. The shopkeeper was busy serving 
different fragrances on the paan leaves in his fingertips which had 
turned brown through continuous contact with lime. I looked at 
the continuous traffic on the streets. 

What a multitude of people it was indeed! Different thoughts 
and plans for every different person. A different world. I smiled 


I t was a different country once the bridge was crossed. What we 


168 | Sroric Incredible 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


slightly - so these were worlds walking and not human beings. I 
had been slightly delayed when I had started from home. The strap 
of the chappal near the toe had broken for the fifth time. It took 
rime for repair. But did I ever care for such things? I was not indebred 
to any moneylender. I decided whether I’d go or not go, speak or 
not speak, vote or not vote. I had already spent too many years 
abiding by many stupid rules, by keeping my feet, hands and mouth 
in check. Not any more. 

A few vehicles passed by. Now there were many vehicles. 
Everyone moved in a vehicle. Everyone ate chicken roast in three-star 
hotels. Everyone cheated everyone else. At times when you looked 
through the dust of the vehicle in front, you could see a familiar 
smile in the vehicle following it. Everything was a joke, brother! 
Why should we say anything to anyone? Who were we after all? 

Ihad a start when I saw a back profile near that bridge as smoke 
and evening were getting shuffled in that crowd. Why, this was 
Nikhil Patnaik! The same tall features, baldish head over Khaddar 
punjabi. It was him all right... where had he been going? Besides, 
where was his vehicle? He was not the kind of man who would go on 
a padayatra walking step by step with lesser mortals. There was a 
stamp of aristocracy in his speech, mannerisms and features. 

“Sir, your paan.” 

I turned around to pick up the stack of paans in one hand and 
pass on two rupees with the other. I moved ahead quickly keeping 
my eyes alert in that crowd. Nikhil Patnaik could not be seen any 
more. But where could he go? He had to be somewhere around. 
He'd be visible slightly ahead surely. 

I got stuck behind a trolley rickshaw. Clothes washed by 
washermen had been loaded on it. The clean smell of washing soda 
was in the air. I could not cross it try as I might. What misfortune! 
My anxiety on the bridge knew no bounds. I had become very 
angry with myself, with the trolley and with the man pulling it. 
My misfortune was that a loaded trolley had all along blocked my 
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way. I had never been able to cross it. As I had tried to take a long 
step by moving either towards che left or right, I had found other 
people blocking my way. After banging against them, I had been 
pushed further behind. Oh hell, I could not hold myself in check 
any more after I saw a woman crossing that trolley ina manly manner 
with her umbrella raised. I thrust myself into the crowd on my 
right, into the unknown multitude. Like a wall blocking the way 
ina dream, that trolley turned right after suddenly making its wishes 
known. There were hot exchanges of words. Explerives had a free 
run. I bawled at him and he did likewise. Act thar time I wanted to 
push that bloody trolley forcibly off the bridge and exaccly ac that 
time I had crossed him. 

Oh, a heavy burden seemed to have shaken off my shoulders. 
Silently, I said, “Brother washerman, I hope we don’t meet again in 
this life. Never again block my way displaying your immense wealth 
whatever else you might do.” 

Ac this rime I took a look around. Oh yes, that tall, Khaddar 
punjabi-clad man was there at the end of che bridge. I pushed ahead 
without turning my gaze from him. But I came back to my senses 
when I was pushed back and forth again. I persuaded myself to be 
happy with my state. I did not feel upset any more. 

Of course I was going to meer Nikhil Patnaik. Where could 
he go? But why at all did he come to this side crossing the bridge 
walking all the way?.... The darkness of the evening had intensified 
by then. The streets were already lighted. Lights had come up in 
the houses too. I had pushed a paan inside the mouth and worked 
with my ceeth on the finely cut betelnur and elaichi. The fragrance 
of the zarda coming through the nostrils was pleasant. 

Burt Nikhil Patnaik would have surely seen me near the paan 
shop while coming that way. Why did he not put his hand around 
my shoulder and call me friend? Why did he not propose to come to 
this side of the bridge together? I had always been prepared to go 


wherever I felt like — a man only had to smile and call me holding my 
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hand in his warm hand and levelling his eyes with mine. Ac those 
times I thought he was god - could anything be refused to him? 

Nikhil Babu had a great deal of affection for me in spite of my 
mannerisms of a Sanskrit pundit who did not come near tea, 
cigarettes or any other intoxicants like a rustic. He had always had 
time to converse with me. To offend me once for the heck of it in 
the matter of gods, he had said, “You know Ratha Babu, I do not 
know about your Iswaras nor do I want to know. But I know Iswar 
Mahapatra. I know Bhagaban Swain. I know Rama Patnaik, 
Krushna Sahu, Jagannath Behera and the ilk. These people are here 
with us. You may enjoy a good Scorch with them if you want. You 
may play Flash; you may return from the club at two in the morning 
mouthing obscenities and breaking into guffaws. Friendship, 
quarrels, abuses - -everything goes with them. If the occasion arises, 
Iswar Babu or Bhagaban Babu might appear before you totally naked 
ina dak bungalow. Is this possible with your Iswara, Bhagabaan or 
anyone else calling himself god?” 

“Definitely yes; burt it would be difficult to handle if you go 
as near as that.” 

“Difficult? Whar do you mean? Thar this tyrant man would 
go up in flames if he went near god? Or your god will become 
unchaste and go for a big bath coming in touch with him? Oh, 
praise be on your bourgeois, landlordish god! Couldn’t he make a 
cheap edition of himself for the common man?” 

I became silent after that. That was because Nikhil Babu was 
getting slightly high by chat time. He looked for an opportunity to 
keep chartering, to take it out on someone by giving speech to his 
thoughts. He would have gone on at twice che enthusiasm if I had 
opened my mouth. 

At the end of the bridge, the crowd had thinned out. People 
dispersed on roads leading in different directions. They were 
pushing off to distant areas. But where was that man? I looked 
around. What I was saying at the beginning was a gut feeling. In 
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fact that place somehow seemed to be a dark, lonely lowland. As if 
people’s footsteps could not be heard when they walked on it. 
Conversation was not audible. Lights were pale. Most areas were 
dark. There was an uneasy feeling all around. I was feeling exactly 
that at the time. There was a desire to retrace my steps. 

Ac this time I could see the man walking slightly ahead near the 
light post on the right side. What was the matter? Was the man 
swimming or what? I could walk quite fast. How could he be so far 
ahead? Was I seeing Nikhil Patnaik for the first time? Not only me - 
everyone familiar with him would say that the man believes in 
ambling and enjoying the passing breeze. He was not used to walking 
so fast. He did not even believe in it. He looked condescen-dingly at 
people who ran - he called them slaves. They could be ruled by whips. 
They could be employed to carry different kinds of loads. 

I ran as fast as possible in that street to catch up with him. I 
came just behind him near another light post. Panting, I called 
him, “Nikhil Babu!” 

He stood still near that light post, but did not turn around. I 
had moved another two steps. I saw a total stranger looking askance 
atme. 

I stopped short. Involunztarily, I said, “‘I am sorry.” 

That man showed his teeth and laughed. Silent, unfamiliar 
laugh. 

I was somewhat scared and felt ill at ease. I said, “Please forgive 
me. I had taken you to be a friend of mine - Nikhil Patnaik. Believe 
me, you look exactly like him from the rear. I am sorry to have 
stopped you.” 

He continued to laugh in the same manner with his ceeth 
bared. His clean teeth, that forehead, straight nose and slightly 
wide mouth seemed familiar for a moment. In the street light he 
again became a stranger in a flash. 

“You have already come all this way. Why don’t you come to 
my house?” Seeing my hesitation, he again said, “That second 
house there - please come.” 
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I was ina sort of trance. I had already reached the doorstep of 
that house along with the man before I could take any decision 
whether to go or not. He unlocked the front door and entered 
inside. He turned around and smiled at me. He held the door open 
for me by way of welcoming me inside. 

Isaw that the furniture in the house was quite ordinary when 
the lights came on. Some magazines and clothes lay here and there. 
An example of helpless, lonesome masculinity. 

I looked at him sitting on the lone sofa. He took out cigarettes 
from his pocket and moved the ashtray towards me. 

He opened the packet and held it up for me. He took it back 
with a slight smile when I declined. 

“Very strange! Till the end I had never thought that you were 
not Nikhil Patnaik. My intention of coming behind you was I wanted 
to ask Nikhil Babu since when he had started rubbing shoulders with 
the hoi polloi and that too walking like this. Since when had he 
started coming to this side of the bridge? It is because I know that the 
man does not at all prefer to come to this side. He would never walk 
amidst the common people even though he might lecture beautifully 
on the gains of communism. I ran after him in this manner to demand 
a kind of explanation for this. Now I feel like an ass...” 

“ [am not Nikhil Patnaik.’ He exhaled smoke and laughed 
loudly. I was further amazed that his laughter was exactly the same 
as Nikhil Pacnaik’s. Ha, ha, ha, ha - a wave of laughter opening the 
wide mouth. Hesitating somewhat, I asked, “May I please know 
who you are?” 

“What does it matter to you? It is meaningful that I am not 
your Nikhil Patnaik. If you have made a mistake once, what is there 
to lose if you continue to be under che same impression? What I 
wanted to say was that vou may address me as Nikhil Patnaik without 
any problem. There is no objection from my side. Similarly, I’d call 
you by a name of my choice. I will address you by the same name 
with whom you look familiar to me. Do you have any objection?” 
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I was very pleased with the man’s playful disposition. He seemed 
to bea pleasant person indeed! I laughed and said, “No, I do not have 
any objection. But do I also look like someone else to you?” 

“Of course. Otherwise, there was no point in inviting you in. 
My friend looks exactly like you. He is Ratha Babu....” 1 had a 
start. Was he going to reveal my full name? 

« .. that is, Shashanka Sekhar Ratha. But I call him Ratha Babu. 
He looks like you, the same smile, the same eyes and nose. And 
perhaps the same narure. You did not accept cigarettes. That man 
also does not touch anything - bidi, cigarettes, paan, tea, coffee, 
sorber, wines - nothing. Not even non-vegetarian food. Let it go. 
He is my intimate friend. He is no longer in this town. I am very 
happy to have you near me. There is a feeling that you are no stranger. 
You must surely have dinner with me tonight.” 

“No way. There are any number of restrictions for me. 
Other people decide what I will eat, when I will eat and in what 
quantity I will eat. Ido not have any freedom in those matters. 
To have dinner in your house today I would have ro plan it 
seven days in advance. I’d have had to make many arrangements 
before and after that.” 

He shook the ash from the cigarette and smiled slightly looking 
at the glowing tip of the cigarette. “I was almost ready to hear this from 
you. You, know Ratha Babu, I can’t stop myself from asking you a few 
questions now. Has plaster been removed from your father’s broken 
hand? Have you procured books for your daughter from the bookshop 
or not? Has your son written from Delhi or nor?” 

I was complerely astounded. He seemed to be very pleased 
with himself. He had perhaps totally believed that I was Shashanka 
Sekhar Racha. I did not have the heart to dissuade him from chat 
belief. I continued to look at him without any protest. 

“In that case you have understood everything correctly. You 
know everything. Why don’t you find out from me if I, Nikhil 
Patnaik, know everything about you?” 
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‘You see Nikhil Babu. I know that you like a good joke at 
times. You once accompanied me to an organization. Both of us 
were to lecture there. But you talked so much on the way that you 
just did not feel like lecturing there. I too had relaxed on the way 
because of laughing too much. I ralked a great deal of nonsense ina 
nonchalant manner when my curn came co lecture. The people 
there were all puzzled. Tell me what happened after thar.” 

“Whar I find is you are the one who loves ro joke. You are 
perhaps talking of Dakabajipur... that time we had discussed 
something very seriously.” 

Iwas amazed. Burt I was conversing with a certain belief. Hence, 
I felt that the man was indeed Nikhil Patnaik. So what was new 
about it if he reminded me of che real events that took place in the 
past between us? 

“All right, Ratha Babu. Instead of testing each other, how 
about some discussion berween us? For instance, about our children, 
about the country, about the society or literature?” 

“Iam in no mental frame to discuss anything right now. I am 
thinking about returning home.” 

He curned his head towards the roof and broke into a guffaw. 
I felt offended. I looked at my left wrist to find the time just by 
force of habit. There was no watch. I had forgoccen to bring it. I 
looked at his wrist. He was also not wearing a watch. There was no 
clock on either the rable or on che wall. 

He could know what I was looking for. Seemed co be a pretty 
clever man. 

“Racha Babu, you haven’ct changed ac all. You are really a very 
timid person. That is why you have always been scared of all the 
rules and regulations. You are a decent person. There is no objection 
toa principled person, but why are you so scared of everything ? Of 
whom are you scared and why?” 

I did not want to justify my actions. Why get into controversies 
unnecessarily? 
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“So you want to know the time. Why don’t you ask me? It is 
eleven forty now. Why, what happened? What sin have you 
committed? Whatis the problem if you spenta night at your friend’s 
house? Do you think that would bring you disrepute? Ha, ha, ha!” 

I was being mesmerized by him. How could it be eleven so soon? 
I came here seeing his back profile only half an hour ago when it was 
just evening. We had barely talked for ten to fifteen minutes there. And 
it was already eleven forty? This fellow was lying. 

“Perhaps you don’t believe me. That is quite natural. Initially, 
I also felt that way. Time passes very quickly here. No one knows 
how. Leave it, it is eleven forty now. Our dinner will arrive in 
another five to ten minutes. First we will eat. Then I will go and 
drop you. The night would have passed for me anyway. This way 
it will pass in your company.” 1 didn’t feel like talking at all. 
Ordinarily, I’d have been in bed long ago. Buta kid’s game was on 
with a stranger till midnight without going to sleep. A strange 
sense of drowsiness and fatigue was somehow overtaking me. I 
could know that he was not Nikhil Patnaik — on the other hand, 
he might be. I could neither believe nor disbelieve. On the whole, 
I did not want to labour all that hard ro come to a conclusion. 

“All right, Ratha Babu. Are you able to know that everything 
seems so different on this side of the bridge? People seem to be 
swimming rather than walking here. They look hazy and foggy. 
Even in the daytime, the light is not much brighter than that of a 
lantern. The sky is always clouded. One feels as if this is a different 
world. People here are apparitions without any physical features... 
Imight also bea ghost.” Then he laughed aloud. 

I had pricked my ears for any sound from outside. It was 
indeed midnight. Nota sound could be heard from anywhere. The 
one who laughed loudly sitting in front of me - was he really 
laughing or was I hearing things? Who was he really? I pressed the 
sofa on the sly. I pinched my own thigh from under and blinked. I 
blew in air through my nose. 
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He was laughing until then. “You cannot go back easily from 
here even if you want to. You will be in trouble if I do not make the 
arrangements myself. But you will definitely return, I assure you. All 
right, let it go. We will come back to that in a while. I have checked 
myself till now only in deference to you. Otherwise, I have been thirsty 
for sometime. I’d like to drink something if you have no objection.” 

“Please go ahead. Have I ever objected to that?” 

“Which means you are nor going to touch this stuff even today? 
Iassure you, Ratha Babu, this is the finest among liquors.” 

He picked up the new bottle from behind the sofa and held it 
up towards the light. 

“Ratha Babu, you are indeed unfortunate. Your lifeasa human 
being is wasted without touching stuff like this. 1 have all the 
sympathy for you.” 

After that, in his own inimitable manner, he kissed the grass 
and pulled on the cigarette and said, “You eat whatever eatables 
that fellow brings. You know I lay more emphasis on drinking 
rather than on eating.” 

“I too perhaps do not need to eat anything. Iam not hungry 
in the least. I ordinarily eat between eight and eight thirty. I feel 
hungry at that time out of habit. That time is already past. I may 
not like to have any dinner.” 

“That is unfortunate. Man has been born to live in an easy 
manner. But he believes that his life’s mission is fulfilled by tying 
himself up in various encumbrances. We do not drink or eat 
naturally when we feel thirsty or hungry. We have to eat at a 
particular time, sleep at a particular tine or copulate at a particular 
time... this is as good as a time table. And in this manner this bloody 
stupid animal buries his wonderful possibilities with his own hand.” 

Nikhil Patnaik talked just like that. I could not help but praise 
him. But he could understand it just by looking at me. 

“You liked it perhaps. Let it go.... If you believe me, I’d like to 
say something else. It was I who really wanted to meet you — I mean 
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I wanted it badly. I had thought about you intensely while crossing 
the bridge. You haven’t come on your own seeing me. Rather I had 
desired thar you should come.” 

He held the glowing cigarette in front of him and looked at 
the line of smoke. I had nothing to say except wait. 

“I know that it is criminal to make you wait until such late 
hours. But you too know that I have different ideas as to what is a 
crime and what is not. Hence, I have no feeling of guilt within me 
because of that -not at all; it was also never there. But the real purpose 
of bringing you here is that I have decided to assign a responsibility 
to you. Can you write a novel for me? I am not implying that you 
are nor capable of it. What I am asking is can you find time for it? I 
will supply you with the story, situations and characters. You will 
provide it with flesh and blood and give it life. I also have a small 
condition. I must be the first person co read thar novel. No one can 
read it before me.” 

“You seem to be in a hurry all the time. Why take off your 
clothes when the river is not to be seen? The novel would be written, 
that too I will write it with materials supplied by you. This is too 
far--fetched. And your condition will apply only when the book 
has been finally written!” 

“Of course it would be done. Do you think thar I am 
building castles in the air? The novel would be written and you 
are going to wrice it. This is not a request. This is an order. You 
know thar I am older than you in age. In this stupid country, old 
people take decisions regarding the young people and the young 
prefer it.” Ho... ho... ho... He laughed for a long rime wich his 
face towards the roof. 

His words and manners seemed very strange to me. 

“You know, Ratha Babu! Do I not know that it is no child’s 
play to wrice a novel? Still I'd like to tell you....” 

He pulled hard on the cigarette and then sat quietly for some 
time with his eyes lowered and with his elbows resting on his knees. 
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After that I could not know whether he told me something in 
his own way or Isaw scene after scene just like thar. Jungle after jungle 
got entwined like stacking up things. I could only see Nikhil Patnaik’s 
face time and again. That face disappeared at times and again rose 
from beyond the hills among those pictures, among the fog, among 
the golden clouds, among the crowds of people. I had a feeling that a 
long novel was getting written, chapter after chapter. In the last scene 
thar bridge was visible to me, that fog and the disappearing back of 
Nikhil Patnaik. It was late morning by the time I had recovered my 
senses. There was bright light every-where. I opened my eyes. No 
one else was there in that room. 

About eight to ten people had formed a crowd at the door. 
My curiosity had been aroused. 

“Whar is the matter?” [ asked. 

Somebody asked me haughtily, “What are you doing in this 
house?” 

I stood up shyly. I started wondering how and why I had 
spent the night in that house. 

When I had no idea where to place the shameless smile on my 
face, I said defensively, “There has been a mistake.” 

“Whar mistake? Do you know Nikhil Patnaik ?” 

I blinked at him wich a slight start. 

“So this gentleman is Nikhil Patnaik?” 

“Who else? How could you enter his house when you did not 
know him? You are indeed a wonderful man!” 

The man standing nearby said softly, “He’s been drinking 
throughout the night. Do you think he is in his senses?” 

Everyone laughed. 

“But how did you enter? From where did you find the key to 
the house? Nikhil Babu had locked the house since taking 
possession. Who gave you the key?” 

“Key? Nikhil Babu himself opened the lock and took me in,” 
Again there was the laughrer of disbelief. 
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“May be it is true. Being a funny man, Nikhil Babu might 
have come with the key to take him in. And he has vanished in the 
morning -before any of us could see him.” 

“All right. Are you going to wait here for your friend?” 

“No, no. I want to return. Just this moment.” I said that and 
pushed out. I came and stood near the paan shop. I had no idea 
when it was nightfall. 

“Papa, why are you standing here? Let us go home. From 
now on I will carry your paan from here.” 

My son took me by the hand and made me sit in the car. I had 
a greac desire to tell him to drive on to the other side of the bridge. 
But would the boy have agreed? On the other hand, I told him, 
“Nikhil Patnaik has given me an idea about a novel today. I have to 
sit down and write it.” 

My son was angry. “ The same Nikhil Patnaik, Nikhil Patnaik. 
You better give up this refrain. How often have I told you that 
there is no point looking for him any more....” 

For some reason 1 did not dare tell him, “Why, I just returned 
from him.” 

But I have not believed in the rumours of these stupid people 
that Nikhil Patnaik has died. 


Iam only waiting for the novel to be completed. 


* 
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ie background of the goddess installed in Bindhani Street at 

the turn to the river ghac was dazzling like leaps of flames. 

The ground shook under the impact of ten drums beating 
in tandem. Ten clarioners played the same tune at a high pitch. Bright 
light reflected from the wide chest and shining arms of the drummers. 
It was as if thunders roared all around. The unkempt heads moved 
swiftly from one side to the other like streaks of lightning. As they 
turned round and round within a space of two and a half steps, a 
smoke of dust rose from the ground. The clarionet players swayed 
like cobras with their hoods raised. The rib cages of the amazed 
spectators quaked at the beats of the drums and clarionecs. The puja 
pandal shook. 

The old Ashoka and deodar trees were behind the pandal. 
Behind that there was the old mango grove and the river. On the 
other side of the river was the hill, the sky laden wich stars and the 
quiet silence of the midnighr. 

The puja pandal dazzled like fire in the light of the moon. 
The crown, necklaces, bangles and bracelets shone brightly. The 
goddess herself glittered like liquid fire in her red silk sari. Her 
arms, chest and face looked beautiful as polished gold. 
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There was indeed no comparison of the puja pandal of the 
Bindhani Street. 

A group of boys had been staring amazed at the drums, the 
drummers and that magnificent image of the goddess behind them. 
Jalandhar Hatiala was the strongest, tallest and the most fearsome 
among them. Already his moustache and beard had grown. He had 
been staring longingly at the image of the goddess. He roo quaked 
with che sounds of the drums and clarioners. Bur he was not in the 
least inceresced in them. 

He stared at the face of the goddess without blinking. Those 
eyes, those brows, that sharp nose, full lips, cheeks and neck! 

Can human beings be as beautiful as this? Can anyone have such 
a golden complexion? Debahuti was fair - but in a different way. 
How much brilliance can human skin have after all? Rajani was 
wheatish in colour. She had beautiful arms and legs. But not like this. 
Nothing could possibly be more beautiful than this on earth. 

Jalandhar’s eyes came down towards the neck, chest and arms. 
He was ecstatic. The golden sari tied around the waist looked exquisite. 

Jalandhar stared without dropping an eyelid. He did nor seem to 
be aware of the surroundings. Who knew what went inside his mind? 

Nidhi Malik was his friend. He was the same age as Jalandhar. 
He looked like a kid. His sight had been fixed on the crown of the 
goddess. On her necklaces and bangles. The ornaments looked bright 
as gold. His eyes seemed dilated. Oh, only if these were real gold! His 
eyes fell on Mahishasura while moving them around the ornaments 
of the goddess. He even stared at him. Mahishasura was a king. His 
crown, necklace and bangles were also dazzling. Nidhi Malik could 
not look at them any longer. Let it be imitation. But Nidhi Malik 
very much wanted to keep those two crowns for himself. 

Jalandhar and Nidhi. They were famous boys in this parc of the 
city. People said many things about them. They did not care a hoot 
for anyone. They were also not scared of anyone. They were two 
wild brats. Neither had they any idea about studies nor had they any 
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interest in anything else. Their only occupation was to go around the 
city in circles after gulping down some food at home. Eight to ten 
timid boys always formed a train behind them. Manikchand, the 
delicate son of rich parents, was one of them. He brought ten or 
twenty rupees at intervals from home. All of them enjoyed themselves 
with che money. Jalandhar carried away half the money. For his tea, 
cigarettes and zarda paans. No one protested. 

Jalandhar was not just another boy. He was the leader, the 
captain of the group. But he did not permit anyone else to smoke 
or chew paans. 

Surath Behera once had a paanin his mouth. Jalandhar discovered 
that. He slapped him so hard that the paan fell out of his mouth. 
‘You punk, you are chewing paan? Why are you not in school at this 
time? Are you going to the school right away or nor?” 

Surath went to the school like an obedient boy. The ceacher 
beat him there for his late attendance. But he never again chewed 
paan or missed school. 

He was mortally afraid of being discovered by Jalandhar again. 

But Jalandhar himself waited for the girl students outside the 
school. He gawked at them like a wild animal, his gaze fixed. His 
senses left him when he set eyes on them. His body became terribly 
hot. Beads of sweat appeared on his tender moustache. He could 
not tell them anything. He only stared ac them from head to roe. 

He felt that those girls perhaps swam away in the air. They 
were perhaps as light as flowers, as dainty as birds. They could fly 
away if they wished. They didn’t leave any impression on the 
ground when they walked. 

Jalandhar was blinded by their coloured dresses. He wanted 
to take a few of them into his grasp. To press them down as one 
presses down on a lozenge in the mouth. 

Bur Jalandhar only kept staring day after day. He could neither 
rouch anyone nor talk to anyone. Something boiled within him. 
He ground roughly on the zarda paan. He broke into a sweat and 
his body went into a quiver. He felt better. 
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All his senses had left him on seeing the goddess that day. 
After all, he had never seen such grace and splendour. 

He did not leave the puja pandal any more. Nidhi also got stuck 
with him. Both stared intensely at the image lost in their own worlds. 

Jalandhar felt that he could not go anywhere else any more 
from that place. He could not also continue to stand there. Perhaps 
he would melt there. Or may be he would get stuck to the image in 
the shape of a couple of eyes. 

He had been transported into another world. Suddenly he 
had an urge to go near the goddess. Let his chest thump and his 
heart come out through the mouth. But he’d definitely go and 
touch that body. Would caress it a bit. 

He was not aware of the terrible racket created by the drums 
and clarionets. Without knowing it, he was drawn towards the 
goddess. He pushed himself till the fencing. Beyond that it was the 
arca where puja was being performed. No one except the priest 
could go there. Jalandhar was perhaps saved by the fence. Orelse, 
he might have been pulled into the terrible whirlpool. 

The priest was standing. The bell was in his left hand and the 
incense pot in the right. That place was full of the fragrance of 
incense. Jalandhar saw that the goddess was covered in the smoke 
of the incense. Again her face was visible like the moon coming out 
from behind the clouds. Jalandhar glared at the priest whenever 
smoke covered the goddess. Finally, it was over. Then the seven- 
faced lamp was lit. The priest recited hymns and rang the bell. The 
way he moved the lamp around was unique. Light was coming out 
of the body and face of the goddess in the light of the lamp. 
Jalandhar was overwhelmed. 

The drummers and clarionet players made obeisance to the 
goddess bending on their knees. Then they left that place ina row. 
The spectators also moved away. 

Nidhi nudged Jalandhar’s back with his finger. “How much 
devorion are you trying to show, you rascal? We have to go. There 
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is open darshan throughout the day tomorrow. The immersion is 
at night. The procession will be a grand affair. We will join again at 
that time. I have decided to carry off these two crowns when there 
is pull and push near the river bank.” 

Still Jalandhar was quiet. 

Nidhi was privy to all his secrets. As he pushed his finger on 
the left armpit of Jalandhar, he jumped up. He blinked his eyes and 
became aware of the surroundings. 

“Nidhi, you go wherever you want to go. Iam not moving an 
inch from here. I will die if I leave this place.” 

“Have you gone mad or what? What will you do here? Your 
mother will be worrying at home. We will come again tomorrow 
in the morning. Let us go now.” 

Jalandhar stared at the image again. All his senses were lost in 
that magnificent image. 

Nidhi moved his palm in front of his eyes a couple of times in 
typical cinema style. Again he called him, “Stupid fellow, are you 
lost yet again? Your acting is as good as any cinema hero. Do you 
know that this is only a clay image? But at times it seems so real that 
it looks like it is breathing.” 

“That's ic. Now you are saying the right thing. She is really 
breathing. At times she is smiling slightly. The daincy finger on her 
hand seems to be lifting. Her chest seems to be expanding and 
contracting. You watch carefully. You can also see that.” 

Nidhi pulled Jalandhar by his arm. Jalandhar resisted. He 
might have thrown Nidhi off had he wanted it. But there was no 
life in Jalandhar’s hands and legs. He mumbled like a child who 
had just got up from sleep. Nidhi was pulling him away. 

Their friends had gone behind the drummers and clarionet 
players away to another pandal. Otherwise, they could never have 
believed their own eyes. 
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Jalandhar seemed co have melted in his tears, emotions and 
joys. He had been drained out. Marrows had deserted his bones. 
The bones had turned into creepers. 

Nidhi was also amazed. Was this the same fearsome Jalandhar 
who threw off everything like a mad bull? Whom everyone held 
in awe? 

He thought that something was amiss. He thought chat 
Jalandhar had been possessed by the goddess. He had gone in front 
when the goddess had materialized. He had heard thar people died 
vomitting blood in such cases. Perhaps Jalandhar had been saved 
because of his mental strength. 

Nidhi reached the doorsteps of Jalandhar’s house. Only his 
widowed mother was inside. His elder brother had joined the 
army. He was asking Jalandhar to join him. This brat was not 
willing to do so... 

Perhaps Nidhi would have left without saying anything to 
his mother. Bur thar could be dangerous. 

“ Auntie, Jalandhar has become somewhat rired. Allow him 
to sleep it off for some rime. I will come again in the morning.” 

Nidhi Malik left quickly after saying that. 

Sometimes Jalandhar recrurned pretty late at night and went 
straight to his bed saying that he would not eat anything. Ordinarily, 
he passed out before his mother came and covered him up with a 
bed-sheet. But that day he seemed to be very quier. He was not 
arguing about anything. As his mother called him after serving 
food, he came quietly and sat down. There were only vegetarian 
dishes. On other days, he would have raised Cain. 

With his head lowered, he ate everything like a good boy and 
stood up. He did nor gec angry when his mother caressed him on 
the head. 

His mother was overcome with happiness and cried. Then 
she started wailing loudly all of a sudden, “Why have you slowed 
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down like this? Why are you not talking at all? Why are you smiling 
like an idiot all the time?” She then bent to smell his breath, “You 
are sure you are not drunk?” 

Jalandhar did not answer. 

He was in a trance. His eyes were full of dreams. After a while 
he said very softly, “You make my bed. I am feeling very sleepy.” 

“Oh, thank the Lord. I again feel alive hearing you talk. I had 
started thinking things. You change. I am making the bed.” 

The sky had turned golden at night. The earth felt very soft, 
pure and warm. The graceful image breathed throughout the night 
in the vicinity of Jalandhar’s body. 

There were goose pimples all over his body. The body was 
becoming stiff. The hands and legs had turned lifeless. On the 
whole, the dream of che night and the truth of the day had become 
one for him. He could not know whether he was awake or sleeping. 
But he was thinking of that image of che goddess and was having a 
start. 

Jalandhar had been lying on a makeshift bed in the courtyard 
by the time Nidhi arrived in the morning. He still looked lost. 

“Will you go to the Bindhani Street pandal or not? I had thought 
thar you might already have left for thar place giving me the miss.” 

He sat on the side of the bed and pinched Jalandhar lightly in 
the stomach in jest. He said, “Ger up. Let us make a round. Today 
there are good programmes. The immersion bhog would be quire 
delicious roday.” 

Jalandhar lay like that and said, “You go. I am not going 
anywhere.” 

Nidhi could not believe his own ears. 

“Yesterday I had to pull you out from the pandal! What 
transpired during the night to make you talk like a villain?” 

“Gerlost. Iam telling you,” Jalandhar sprang up and shouted. 

Nidhi came to his senses. 
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Oh, God. This was the same old, attacking bull. It was dangerous 
to be anywhere near Jalandhar Hatiala when he got angry. 

Nidhi said very softly, “Why should you get bored sitting 
idly at home. I was calling because of that. I will wait if you say that 
we should start after an hour.” 

“No, you go. I will go if feel like it. Or else, I will not go.” It 
was a decisive voice. 

Nidhi left quietly. 

Jalandhar took no one along with him when he went near the 
school gates to look at the coloured birds in flight. Not even Nidhi. 

That matter was strictly personal. 

That morning he did the household chores for his mother. 
His mother was talking of many things. Jalandhar was only listening. 
She was talking of the old days. About his father. How his father 
was such a capable man. 

“Your father alone had carried that huge stone lying in front 
of our house. Recently, eight youths were exhausted in carrying it 
near the well.” 

Why, that is right. Happily, Jalandhar was thinking of his 
father. But that was along time in the past. 

Jalandhar peeled the green peas sitting near his mother. His 
mother’s happiness knew no bounds. At the opportune moment, 
she gathered up courage to say, “Jala dear, had you studied properly 
at school, you’d be way ahead in studies by now.” 

“I will study.” 

His mother’s joy overflowed. 

It might be a lie. But it sounded as sweet as nectar. 

Again his mother was having her misgivings. How could the 
fcarsome Jalandhar become so soft? What had happened to him? 

“Tell me the truth, son! Whar has happened to you from 
yesterday? Has someone performed some kind of black magic? 
Has any holy man taken pity on you yesterday at the Dussehra? 


188 | Stores frnecrcdif i. 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Why aren’t you shouting at me? Yesterday, you had thrown a chair 
at me. My coe has split. Look, I have tied a cloth around it.” 

She lifted Jalandhar’s chin and caressed his newly growing 
beard. She said, “You were fine the way you were. You are sitting 
like some stranger. You are smiling when I talk to you. I am really 
scared. Tell me, son, what has happened?” 

Even then Jalandhar was quiet. 

Without saying anything; he went to the backyard. 

There he moved around the well and the trees. He caressed 
the branches and leaves of crees. 

Those things looked very beautiful to him. 

Fora long time he kept caressing alow branch of a guava tree. 

The whole guava tree seemed to- have turned golden in front 
of his very eyes. He blinked and looked around him. He smiled 
and walked away. 

He had the feeling that he was lying on his back on rose petals. 
Very light they were. Like he was some kind of doll lying quietly. 

His mother made him sit near her that day and fed him happily. 
She caressed his back. She thought of something else and started 
sobbing again. 

From the day he had learnt to walk, Jalandhar had never stayed 
home in the afternoons. Thar was the time when he went mad. He 
chewed the very strong zarda paan at that time, smoked 
continuously and stood near the school gates during the recesses. 

That day Jalandhar did not feel like leaving the house. He did 
not want to think about Debahuti, Ranjana, Sonali, etc. 

Those girls also might have been disappointed that he was 
not present near the school gates to stare at them. 

Jalandhar was amused by the thought. In a very relaxed 
manner, he lay on the bed, looking at the roof. He was also amazed 
at himself. He had no idea that this could be happening to him. 

Only that image of the goddess was visible to him wherever 
he looked. That dazzling golden complexion - that never-seen- 
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before face, eyes, lips and brows. He was suddenly feeling exhausted 
when those things floated before his eyes. 

But he could not know why it was happening. He had no idea 
why his face and body were hotting up like thar as if he was 
apprehensive of something. His insides churned up without him 
knowing why. 

The strange part of it was that Jalandhar could not muster 
enough courage to go near the pandal again. Why was he so scared? 
Who was he afraid of? He was scared that he could not hold himself 
in check if he reached that place again. He’d perhaps get stuck to 
that magnificent beauty. May be he’d be merged with that for all 
time to come. 

Nidhi arrived as it was getting dusk. 

“Jala, have you already returned from the pandal? I had prasad 
in five pandals roday. Everywhere it is beautiful. Bur the Bindhani 
Street folks have really excelled. How did you like thar?” 

Jalandhar sat quietly without saying anything. 

Nidhi was afraid. “Have you been sitting at home since 
morning? You haven’t gone anywhere?” 

“No.” 

“You missed good chances. But are we going to the immersion or 
nor? Today I found it too difficult to bear. You’d have cried had you 
been present there. The way that Brahmin did the immersion puja.” 

Jalandhar asked apprehensively, “Is the immersion over?” 

“No, no. He chanced mantras and immersed the goddess. He 
filled water in a wide-faced por. He held a small mirror and was 
sitting with his back towards the image of the goddess. Chanting 
the mantras, he kept dipping the mirror reflecting the image in chat 
pot. One would have thought that he was wailing rather than 
chanting mantras. All those present there stood with their heads 
lowered. Everyone’s eyes had turned moist.” 

“Whar happened next?” Jalandhar asked anxiously. 
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Then the mirror was totally submerged in the por. After a 
while, the Brahmin rose with the porin his hand. No longer did he 
turn around to look at the image of the goddess. He walked away 
rapidly from that place. 

“Everyone said that he went away with che life of the goddess 
in the same way that he had instilled it in her. Now only the clay 
image was left on the pandal. The goddess had left the image.” 

“What happened next?” 

“What else was there after that? You were telling me thar the 
image was smiling, breathing and lifting her fingers only if one had the 
eyes to see that. I also saw the same thing yesterday. Bur the image 
seems lifeless today after the Brahmin walked away from that place. It 
no longer looks dazzling or alive. As if only the corpse is left behind.” 

“Shur up, you rascal.” 

Jalandhar roared as if he had been hit by a bolt of thunder. He 
rushed away like a streak of lightning. He ran outside without waiting 
for anyone. From there he ran towards the Bindhani Street pandal. 

Nidhi had also been running behind him ro see what was going 
to happen. Jalandhar panted as he ran. There was hardly anyone 
near the pandal. Only three or four people were making some 
arrangements. A lamp was burning. 

Jalandhar continued to stand near the fencing. He kept staring 
at che goddess without blinking. All of a sudden, he leapr up to the 
goddess and clasped her rightly. He gor stuck co the image. He had 
crossed the roar of that huge lion and the cries of Mahishasura. He 
had pur his hands around the neck of the image of the goddess and 
locked his legs behind her. 

Nidhi was scared out of his wits. He started to wail. 

The people surrounded Jalandhar from all sides. 

Other people came running hearing the shouts. 

“Ger down, Jala, the people of this area will slice you to pieces.” 

“Whacare you staring ac? Pull him down. Be careful, the image 
must not ger damaged.” 
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“Pull down that perverse he-goat. We will sacrifice him here.” 

All hell broke loose. Everyone yelled for his blood. 

Four youths tried to release his hands and legs. The image shook. 

Jalandhar had been drenched in sweat. He was shaking like a 
leaf from head to toe. 

As much as they pulled, Jalandhar’s grips did not open. His 
hands and legs turned stiff like steel. 

They injured him while pulling him. As they pushed an iron 
rod to make him release the grip, someone shouted, “Watch out, 
the image of the goddess will get damaged.” 

Nidhi trembled on the other side of the fence. His throat had 
become dry. His tongue was getting sucked into the mouth out of 
fear. What was going to happen? They’d perhaps kill Jala. They 
were really going to offer him as a sacrifice to the goddess. 

No one had any idea how long that unsteady, uncontrollable 
moment ruled them. The sword and trishul of amazement and 
anger shone in the air like lightning. 

The great war was on for everyone, in spite of everyone. 

Nidhi saw that Jalandhar was shaking intermittently. Slowly 
he stopped quaking and then remained absolutely still. 

Suddenly, Jalandhar fell ina heap over Mahishasura and che 
lion. He did not move after the fall. Had he died? 

They picked him up like an animal which had been sacrificed. 
They made him lie down on the other side of the fence. Nidhi 
stared ac his face, scared to the bones. His eyes were half closed. His 
face was white. But somehow he gave the appearance of being serene, 
contented and happy. 

He stared at his chest. The shirt buttons had opened. The 
body had been drenched in sweat. Still Nidhi could know that he 
was breathing. 

An elderly person put his palin on his nose and said. “He’s alive.” 

“Who is he?” 

“He is a ruffian from another street. He keeps wandering 
about here all the time.” 
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“Whatis his name? Where is his house? Who is his father?” 

No answer was forthcoming. It was natural. 

The elderly person threw some water on Jalandhar’s face amid 
that silence. 

Gathering up his courage, Nidhi said, “His name is Jalandhar 
Hatriala. I have seen his house.” 

“Fine. Put him in a rickshaw and take him home.” 

Nidhi took hold of Jalandhar, his fear showing on his face. 
Jalandhar’s breathing provided him with courage. 

The elderly person came after the rickhaw and explained to 
Nidhi, “There’s nothing to fear. He will be all right with the 
blessings of the goddess. Luckily, the immersion puja was over. 
There was no life in the image. Otherwise, this fellow would have 
gone up in flames there itself.” 

Nidhi shivered. He clung on to the cold body of Jalandhar 
drenched in sweat. 

That evening the immersion procession started with a lot of 
pomp. The sounds of drums and clarionets were deafening. Uncle 
Bisu, Jalandhar’s neighbour, checked his pulse and reassured him 
that he was out of danger. 

“Don’t be scared. He is sleeping now. Don’t wake him up. 
He will be all righ.” 

Nidhi was in two minds. If he left Jala, his mother would be 
scared. On the other hand, the Bindhani Street image would go 
away and he’d miss the opportunity to see the procession. 

Besides there was a lurking fear. He would not dare to remove 
the crowns at the immersion ghat. And the crown of Mahishasura 
had also gone out of shape because of Jalandhar’s fall. 

The procession moved away. The sounds of drums and 
clarionets became faint. 

The silence of the night descended from the winter sky. The 
stars gor strewn. The hill on the other side of the river no longer 
raised echoes. The immersion of the goddess was over in the early 
hours of the nighr. 
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Jalandhar finally managed co get up as if he had been ill for a 
month. He was feeling very light-headed. He felt he might fly away 
with che breeze. Uncle Bisu came and examined him. 

“No more fear. This time Jalandhar has made it.” 

He left after caressing Jalandhar’s head for sometime. Slowly 
Jalandhar recovered and felt stronger. 

For two days he had nor stepped out of the house. 

Nidhi had also nor come to him for two days. He arrived the 
next morning. Jalandhar smiled at him. 

“Why you dunce, so you have bounced back. Ler us take a 
round.” 

Jala’s mother heard thar and shouted, “No son, don’t take 
him out in chis heat. He is still raw all over.” 

“No Auntvy, he will feel much berter when he rakes a stroll 
outside.” 

Jalandhar gor up and started dressing. Actually he felt much 
betrer when he came out on the street. 

Nidhi thought of something. He guided Jalandhar rowards 
Bindhani Street. The bamboo frame was still there near the pandal. 
A bunch of crows sat on it. He did not permit Jalandhar ro stand 
there. Talking about various things, he slowly guided him rowards 
the river. The two of them had spent numerous afternoons there. 
They had swum together on many occasions. 

The soil had been washed away near that old mango tree. The 
ghac was not visible from there. From thar slope, the ghar was only 
ten paces away. 

Both stood still fora moment as they started to descend. 

That was perhaps the remnant of the image of the goddess. 
The head had fallen off. Something had stuck our like a stick. The 
whole body was full of mud. The palms had been swept away. The 
straw and thread were visible from what were earlier the arms of the 
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The man who sat there with his back towards these people 
was known co them. They never went near him out of fear. He 
was a tantric of che cremation ground living amid Palaas and 
Shemli crees. 

He had a fire going. He was throwing flowers on to the flames. 
Smoke was coming up. Some materials had been arranged on his 
two sides in earthen pots. 

He was chanting some incantations. His voice seemed weird. 
Time and again he was making obeisance by couching his unkempt 
head co the ground. 

Nidhi came co his senses when he found Jalandhar crembling 
with his palms folded. Tears ran down his eyes. He knelt down, 
put his head down on the ground and stretched his hands forward. 

Nidhi remained scared. He was making obeisance to the 
remnantcs of che goddess. 

He could feel thar ic was a crucial rime for Jalandhar ... it was 
nor safe to disturb him. Eicher he will come out whole again or he 
will pass out. 

The tantric paid his homage time and again. He was begging 
forgiveness for his sins. For him. For this world. 

The sun was coming up from behind the ancient mango grove. 


* 
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The Story of ‘Five Sens 


ey can build a palace here if they like. Each one of them 

isa billionaire. We hear that they are arriving after the Kali 

Puja. Whatever they decide sitting together will be done.” 

“You are the oldest person around. This family has sustained itself 

since those days. What do you want? Should this be converted into 
a dharmasala or a temple or a hotel?” 

“I have been guarding this property since I was ten years old. I 
am now over fifty. They sent money to me asking me to come. I 
have gone to each one of them. No one is any less than the other. 
They are all steeped in riches. But no one has stepped anywhere 
near this property in the past twenty five years.” 

“The old man was staying here, no? Has no one ever come to 
see how he was making out?” 

“No. That is the secret of this family. I have stayed here for so 
many years. But I could know nothing. All five sons have stayed 
away from this place as if they had taken a vow. They have sent 
money. But I am not very sure about that too. No one knows what 
horrible secret they harbour.” 

“The father died. Even then none of them came. Tongues are 
wagging, you know.” 
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“I have tried to persuade them as much as I could. But they 
have not been able to free themselves from some kind of a shackle. 
I would not know what had kept them in check. But I know that 
one lakh rupees had arrived at the time of the funeral rites of the 
master. His friends and foes here were fighting over him. The lady 
of the house died a long time ago. Ac the time of the marriage of the 
eldest son. At that time the master had looked after everything.” 

“Oh, come on, save your clever words! One would be born 
as a son and would not even offer a glass of water at the time of 
the death of his father. Would not light the pyre. What kind of a 
son is that?” 

“Ihave also felt the same way. I have cried a great deal. But the old 
man has never as much as opened his lips. He has never blamed any of 
the sons. I have heard him speak when pressed by friends and relatives, 
‘I have made them take a vow. None of them will come here as long as 
I am around here.’ What vow? Why has he made them take such a 
vow? No one has the guts to ask about that.” 

“They could have come after the old man’s death.” 

“Oh no. They had been specifically asked to arrive on the last 
day of this month, this year. Five years have gone by since the old 
man gave up the ghost. Friends and foes alike filed suits in the 
meantime for the properties. I have gone to Delhi, Nagpur, 
Gwalior, etc. with the advocate. The sons have done the needful 
sitting over there. They have spent huge amounts. No one has been 
able to do anything. The courts have ruled in favour of the sons.” 

“Have they told you that they are coming at the end of this 
month?” 

“They were preparing to come. They have asked me to be on 
guard. The vow will be over this month. Who knows what fate 
holds in store after thar?” 

“The old man was living here alone for ten years. Did he never 
feel like meeting the sons?” 

“No, he curned his face around whenever I raised the issue.” 
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“Aw, forget it. It is beyond us to understand all this.” 

Bhola was explaining things about that family to Amar, a boy 
in the same locality, standing near Daulatram’s bungalow. The 
bungalow abounded with many rumours. They faded away after 
sometime. Daulatram had visited England in his time. He had his 
business at the Calcutta markerplace. Did business with overseas firms. 
Enormous wealth. He looked like a prince and was just twenty five 
years old. He might have married an English woman ifhe had wanted 
it. But instead he decided to marry an English speaking girl of the 
Bengali Dutta family. She was eight years younger than him. There 
was opposition from people of his caste. He did not bother for 
anyone. He married that tall and beautiful Bengali girl. When he was 
ostracized by the others, he left Calcutta forever. He conducted 
businessin Delhi, Gwalior, Nagpur, Ajmer, Bombay, etc. Heamassed 
immense wealth. Five sons were born within eleven years of marriage. 
Daulatram’s family flourished like a bed of lotus plants. The eldest 
son was sent to England when he was fifteen years old. Others were 
sent to study in English medium institutions at Lovedale, Xavier’s or 
Srtephen’s. The storm came at thar time. Lots of shouting could be 
heard from the house. No one knew what was wrong. Daulatram 
and his wife maintained an outward facade socially. But Bhola could 
notice a chasm developing berween them gradually. 

He woke up suddenly at night to hear the Daulatram couple 
abusing each other in slang language in the dead of night. He had a 
feeling that they were fighting over some third person. 

They were not talking to each other for a week or two at 
intervals. The veins and arteries of the house seemed ro be taut. 
The silence was chilling. Then lightning seemed to be striking 
from all sides. 

Hema Dutta. Once Daulatram’s wife stayed at her father’s 
house for two years at a stretch. The children used to go away to 
Calcutta in the vacations only after a perfunctory visit ro their father. 
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From there they used to return to their places of study. Daulatram 
started drinking at thar time. He looked fearsome those days. 

After that Hema retuned to this city. Bur she stayed in the 
right side of the bungalow. Daulatram stayed in the left wing. Bhola 
and some other helpers were in between. They served both sides. 

One day Daulatram ordered to clean and decorate his ante 
room. He also ordered good food to be prepared. Food which che 
mistress loved was cooked. Bhola was busy in his work, very happy. 
He had hoped that some kind of compromise would take place. 
The invisible fence would be demolished. 

Bur nothing of the sort occurred. Hema Dutta went away to eat 
at the railway hotel. Daulatram was fuming. The food lay just like that. 
He kepr drinking throughout the night and lay unconscious till late in 
the morning. That day he packed his bag and went away somewhere 
without saying anything to anyone. He returned after three months. 

And thus, there was no rapprochement between the two of 
them anymore. 

Then the eldest son Dharmaraj’s marriage took place. He 
himself had decided on the daughter of a billionaire at Delhi. The 
sons had been taking care of their own businesses. The youngest 
son was twenty one years old by that time. He stayed wich the 
eldest brother. He had to take over the properties and business at 
Indore. The marriage took place at Delhi itself. The parents went 
there for che occasion. Bhola heard that five to seven lakh rupees 
had been spent by the groom and party. 

Daulatram returned alone two days after the marriage. Hema 
stayed for some rime with che children. She shed rears when she left 
them. She said that they might noc see her again. 

The children knew that something had kept hanging like a 
terrible curse berween their parents. But no one had the courage to 
ask what was wrong. 

Hema returned. Ac ten o’clock the same night, there were hot 
exchanges of words berween che two of them. Tivo days later Hema 
died. People whispered among themselves. But the waves of 
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Daulatram’s money washed away everything. He had apparently 
telegraphed the children to come only after fifteen years. 

Dharmaraj had started out for this place along with his four 
brothers. However, things took a different turn when his pilot 
uncle Nikhil Dutta and grandfather Sukumar Dutta reached Delhi 
suddenly. Both of them cried a great deal. They were very angry. 
But they restrained the brothers from coming here. They did not 
spell out the reasons. 

And things have gone on in this manner till today. 

It was pretty cold by the end of December. Two cars arrived 
and stood in front of Daulatram’s bungalow. Bhola and five others 
stood ourside in a row and paid their respects. 

The owners of the bungalow arrived. Daulatram’s five sons and 
two grandsons. None of the women of the family had come. No one 
knew why they had not come. Perhaps the brothers had not wanted 
that anyone else should be privy to the most secret matter of their 
family. Bhola opened the locks of all the rooms as they entered the 
house. He placed tea on the dining rable for everyone. 

The two grandsons ran all over the house. They loved to walk 
around on the marble floor of the house. They were amused by the 
old-fashioned, carved tables, chairs, sofa sets, beds, mirrors, etc. 
They could not believe their eyes on seeing the doors and dining 
tables made out of teak and ivory. 

Bur the five brothers were very grave. They came out after 
finishing their daily chores in their respective rooms. Bhola placed 
hot idlis before everyone on Dharmaraj’s order. He placed Ailver 
spoons and forks and imported crockery on the table. 

The brothers finished breakfast in silence. There was very little 
conversation. A weird shadow seemed to hang over all of them. 
“Okay, Bhola, take us to father’s treasury room,” Dharmaraj said. 

He signalled the other four to accompany him. Bhola’s heart 
started beating fast. Who knew what rrouble lay inside like a cobra 
in a snake charmer’s basket. He only knew that the lock of that 
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room had been sealed. No one had opened that even when lawsuits 
were going on. 

A large drawing room. T he door of the treasury was onits south 
wall. Carpets had been laid and sofa sets had been arranged inside. 

As they reached the drawing room, Dharmaraj told Bhola, 
“You may go now. Take the boys around the town. Take them to 
the temple too.” 

Bhola understood. As he came out, the drawing room door 
was closed from inside. 

Dharmaraj sat down on the sofa. Looking at everyone, he said, 
“Weare perhaps going to face the biggest crisis of ourlife. Iam proposing 
that all of us should bearit manly. The reason is that our parents are not 
around ro either change anything or to answer our questions. But we 
will be coming face to face with our roots today.” 

He fished out a small packet from his punjabi pocket and took 
out a small sealed parcel from inside that. He showed it and said that 
the parcel contained the key of the treasury. Their father’s seal was on 
the parcel. ‘To be opened on October 30, 1992’ was written onit. 

All of them were quiet for some time, like they were giving 
due respect to the order. They had abided by that unalterable order 
all these years. 

There was a short letter attached to the key. The letter wanted 
to convey the message that there was no necessity for any of the 
brothers to come there before that particular date. 

All of them were ill at ease. 

The youngest brother got up and increased the speed of the fan. 
Dharmaraj broke the seal and took out the key before everyone. 

The seal on the lock was also broken. All of them seemed 
somewhat concerned. They seemed tired too. Some unknown fear 
had gripped them. 

The treasury room opened withouta sound. 

There were three large iron chests inside. A bunch of keys hung 
from the middle. Perhaps that contained the keys to all the chests. 
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His hand shooklightly as Dharmaraj opened the iron chest in the 
middle. There wasa small, beautiful box like an ornament box. There 
wasa letter in an envelope on top of that. There was no address on the 
envelope. Only a date had been mentioned: October 30, 1992. 

Dharmaraj sat down on the floor with che letter in his hand. 
The others sat near him. The letter was opened. 

On top of the letter it had been written, “Are all five of you 
present? No one except your brothers should be present here.” 
After that the handwritten letter of Daulatram — 

“Dharmaraj, Balraj, Dhanraj, Nagraj, Debraj, 1 don’t know 
how else I can address you. I cannot also avoid celling you about 
this letter. It would be proper that I should have passed away before 
you read this letter. Even if I am alive, 1 promise you that I won’ct be 
here on October 30, 1992.” 

Dharmaraj lifted his face from the letter and looked at his 
brothers. The faces looked dull and lifeless. He started reading again. 

“Today it is October 30, 1992; it is the golden jubilee of my 
marriage. I had married Hema Dutta at Calcutta fifty years ago. At 
that rime I thought that she was the most beautiful woman on 
earth. Even now that idea of mine has remained unchanged. I loved 
her too much. I could not bear it if anyone else as much as looked at 
her. 1 was suspicious and envious if she even smiled at any one out 
of courtesy. 

“We have gone around the whole of India. I guarded her like 
a shadow. I never left her alone for a moment. 

“Buta time came when 1 felt that she did not care for me any 
longer. I was suspicious. Burt I never believed that she was having an 
affair with someone else. One day I could not rake it any longer. 1 
asked her about it. The way she laughed at me, I knew that she was 
cheating on me. That was why she was showing such effrontery. 

“After that the most terrible misfortunes of my life came my 
way. I am not able ro describe all that. I had only asked her, ‘I do 
not know with whom you are having affairs. Burt some day I am 
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going to unmask you. But just have some pity on me. Tell me who 
do these five sons belong to? Are they mine or not?” 

Dharmaraj moved his face away from che letcter. He heaved a 
deep sigh. He collected himself ina moment and resumed reading. 

“Foran answer, she has stabbed me in the chest a few times. In 
this box you will find the three sentences which she has written to me 
at intervals. I have suffered death throes for a year and a half on reading 
the first sentence. After thar the second one. And three years later, 
the third sentence after the marriage of Dharmarj. She murdered me. 
I'd have been happy if I could have really killed her. But she cheated 
me. She deprived me of even that pleasure. 

“She consumed poison and went to sleep at night. I will not 
tell you how I had my revenge. But thar slut looked as beautiful as 
an angel even after her death. 

“I do not have any relationship with you. Even then I am not 
depriving you of the family name. You read the confessions of your 
own mother. Read the letters serially.” 

Yours unfortunately, 

Daulatram 

The five brothers sat still for a long time with their heads 
down. Nothing else was audible except the whirring sound of the 
fan overhead. Dharmaraj’s face was ashen. 

The other four brothers also sat with their heads lowered in 
the same way. No words came forth from anyone. 

Finally, Balraj said with a finality, “All right. We have heard 
what there was to be heard. Only a bit more is left to hear. Why 
should we be afraid of getting drenched now that we have entered 
the sea? Let brother open the box and read the letters.” 

Dharmaraj did not say anything. He extended the box 
towards Debraj. 

Debraj opened the box. Letter number one was placed on 
top. Small envelope. Rose coloured. Expensive stationery. 

He opened the envelope and took our the letter. Small, brown- 
coloured thick paper. Almost like a visiting card. The following 
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had been written in feminine handwriting in English : “One son is 
not yours.” 

So one of the five sons did not belong to Daulatram. The 
other four were his sons. 

Debraj started when he read the sentence. Could a mother speak 
like that in such a clear voice? Who did she refer to? Who was he? 

Who was he? Who was he? Who was he? 

The typhoon of this poisonous question swirled in everyone’s 
mind. Everyone was afraid that he could be that unfortunate 
creature. And again the possibility of the other four also passed like 
lightning. 

The five of them sat exhausted and weary as if they had been 
hit by sledgehammers. Who could provide an answer to this 
gruesome question? The poison of suspicion was taking hold of 
them. Everyone was sweating. All of them would be reassured if 
someone could identify the one by pointing a finger. The identified 
brother would also acknowledge the inevitable. 

The poison of this suspicion must have gnawed at the vitals 
of Daulatram. He must have asked Hema Dutta time and again 
about it. He must have grovelled, shrieked and hallucinated. But 
Hema Dutta would not have removed this poisonous arrow from 
Daulatram’s ribs. How could a woman be so cruel? 

The eyes of the five brothers had been filled with tears. Balraj’s 
nostrils had swollen out of anger. His eyes seemed to emit sparks 
and smoke. 

Everyone could hear Dhanraj grinding his teeth and hitting 
his fist on the ground. 

Dharmaraj collected all the fire in his stomach and said, 
“Debraj, read the next letter.” 

He picked up the second envelope and tore at it angrily. The 
letter inside got torn from one side. But he did not read the steel 
sword like sentence written on it. He extended it to Nagraj. 

“One son is yours.” 
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The five brothers roared. Balraj tore at his hair and started 
shaking with anger. 

Debraj covered his face with his two hands. The same sharp, 
unresolved question here too. Who was that one? Perhaps if he 
was identified, the others would kill that bastard. 

But the majority reassured them in a strange way against 
misfortune. Let there be a true son among us. How did it make a 
difference? Four of us were standing here with a garland of shoes 
around our necks. 

The insult seemed to have spread somehow. Its sharpness got 
bluntin a way. The blow silenced everything. But there was neither 
any pain nor bleeding from the wound. 

This time everyone recovered in a short while. They raised 
their eyes upwards and looked. Dhanraj looked at the roof, 
depressed. As if all of them were convicted criminals. 

Bur they could not look at each other. Who knew the other 
might be that true son. 

Dharmaraj pulled the box near him. Quietly, he picked up 
the third letter and opened it. His brow straightened on reading 
the letter. A faint smile seemed to appear and disappear quickly. 
He read in a clear voice, “No son is yours.” 

Thunder struck. The earth burst in the middle. No one 
survived. Everyone was devoured by Rahu. It devoured the whole 
sky including the sun, the moon, the stars. 

The fatherhood of the half-burnt Daulatram must have gone 
up in flames in the fire of this sentence. The fire would have gone 
out from the heap of ash. He would have got relief from the eternal 
torture. Daulatram would have been grateful to Hema Dutta for 
this ultimate hurt. Is it not a symbol of sympathy and kindness to 
kill an animal writhing in terrible pain? 

In the same way the five brothers felt grateful towards their 
mother. They all had a commonality now. The suspicion tearing 
at each of them had vanished. 
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Aftcer that Daulatram must also have heaved a sigh of relief 
like these brothers. There would have been no occasion to feel hurt 
after being totally annihilated. Dharmaraj fell prostrate on the carpet. 
He looked at the roof without blinking. 

Balraj stood up and started moving back and forth with his 
hands crossed behind him. 

Dhanraj said with his head down, “Get up. Time to go.” 

But no one seemed to have heard him. No one responded. 
Suddenly Debraj was heard to ask with great concern, “Whatis this?” 

Everyone was startled on hearing him. Again they gathered 
together. Debraj had removed a plate from under the box. It was a 
secret shelf. Another paper was visible inside chat. 

He took it out quickly. 

The letter had been written by Hema Dutta. 

Dharmaraj ordered, “Read.” 

“I have no idea if anyone is going to read this lercer. If it 
continues to remain inside this secret shelf, perhaps it will stay there 
for all time to come. I have no qualms about it too. I won’ be 
around by the time someone reads this. Even then, my inner self 
desires that someone should read it finally. 

“Daulatram is a very clever man. Perhaps he will be able to lay 
his hand on this letter. I’d have been very happy to see how he will 
tear his hair out on reading this. He’d perhaps rear up my clothes, 
bed and all the other belongings. Perhaps he will wail like a child. 
But I would not be around to see that. 

“May be he won’ get the scent of this letter. He will never 
forgive me for the slow death that I have inflicted on him through 
my answers. I have not been able to forgive him either. Perhaps he 
will rear me to pieces after my death. Bloody animal! Does anyone 
love somebody like this? So fiercely, so blindly, so madly! Like an 
animal? Asif he’d bite with his reeth and devour. How could anyone 
possess someone like that? It was atrocious. 
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“He calls me the most beautiful woman on earth. I too know 
that I am beautiful. Buc I am no prostitute just because I am 
beautiful. All along, he has cast aspersions on my character. Initially, 
I considered it to be the signs of an envious lover. It was natural 
that heads would turn towards me wherever I go. Daulatram 
thought that I was perhaps winking at those people or smiling at 
them. I forgot the minimum etiquette because of him. I did not 
venture outside. He wanted to enjoy me by keeping me locked 
inside the house like an animal. Those days I was always pregnant. 
Oh, there was a limit to tolerance. He thought that I was having an 
affair with everyone who visited the house. He even feigned that 
he was going out of station in order to be able to spy on me. 

“One day my brother arrived in his absence. We were having 
tea on the balcony. He got down from the car and rushed at us. I 
died out of shame the way he stood before us and the manner i 
which he asked, ‘What is going on here?’ 1 

“My brother stood up with the cup of tea in his hand. He 
said, ‘Hello Daulat Bhai! Hema, get a cup of rea for Daulat Bhai.’ 

“No, there is no need for tea or anything else. I can understand 
everything.’ 

“Whar did that animal mean by it? 

“Thar day my brother left. That day I severed my relationship 
with him. 

“ After thar he quarrelled with me on small issues. He corcured 
me, raped me. I ran away to Calcutta. I could never forgive him in 
seven lives for what took place there. 

“I was heartbroken with grief. The children were away. 
And this fellow had been making life miserable for me. I was 
unwell and lay in bed. Father came and sac near che pillow. I 
rested my head on his lap. He was running his fingers over my 
head and consoling me. 

“No one knew when he had reached Calcutta. He came straight 
into my bedroom and stood near me. He glared at me and father. 


Sierras bec chihde 207 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


“Father stood up quietly and left. After that I should have 
died instantly on hearing what he told me. I should have killed him 
on the spot. He had come down to the level of an animal. 

“I could not take it any longer. I scratched at him and kicked 
him. He stripped me naked. The bloody animal! I agreed to come 
here finally. I revolted openly. I did not dare go near the children 
for fear he’d take even that amiss for he was behaving like a lunatic 
by then. 

“One day Bhola had gone out after serving mc lunch. He was 
hiding somewhere. He approached me and spoke in the same 
uncouth way. It was unbearable. That day 1 developed the ultimate 
hatred for him and decided ro have my revenge. 

“I answered his insulting question through the first letter. He 
never expected that his suspicion might be so terribly true. He 
started rotting thereafter. I could stay alone. I could roam around 
freely. He did not protest. He only requested me to tell him which 
son was not his. Perhaps he would have changed his will if he’d 
have known it. 1 did not give him any answer. I had no pity for 
him. After a year and a half, he made arrangements for lunch one 
day. He invited me. To tell the name of that son. I did not go to eat. 
On the other hand, I made arrangements for the second lecter to 
reach him. He became stark, raving mad. He vanished for three 
months. He did not talk to me any more when he returned. 

“He was getting tanked. He was looking like a ghost. I 
cannot recollect seeing that kind of face elsewhere. Still I could 
not forgive him. 

“In the meantime Dharmaraj got married. In order to punish 
him, I underwent unspeakable hardships. I could notlook straight at 
the faces of my own children. When heleft after the marriage, I decided 
that I was going to save my children from these flames. They were 
away. Ler them live that way. In a way, I had bid them farewell. 
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“ After that I despatched my final ammunition in the third 
letter. It is with me now. 

“It is now one in the morning. I am going to empty my 
ornament box and hide this letter in the secret shelf. I will also keep 
the third letter on top and bid farewell. I will empty the bottle of 
sedatives into my mouth. 

“Butler me write the final confession here. As God is my witness, 
I swear that I have never allowed any male except Daulatram to touch 
me. All five sons belong to him. O God, let them be happy. Let them 
not be affected by the flames in which I have burnt throughout my 
life. Iam not in the least bothered whether Daulatram lives or dies. 
But how he is going to suffer! Oh... 

“O Lord, please forgive me. Forgive Daulat too. Forgive... 
Sd/ Hema Dutta.’ 

The five brothers were thunderstruck. The waxhouse was 
going up in flames in front of their very eyes. Who helped them 
cross the -tunnel under the earth and come near the cool breeze near 
the river? 
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Blank Address 


Lt would be around eleven at night at the rime. 

The gentleman stood below the electric pole and looked 
around as if the place was not familiar to him. It seemed thar he 
would like to sit down and rest his tired feet if he could find a place. 
He looked dead beat. He would be around sixty. 

Nilambar Babu was a pleasant person. He helped people in 
distress. It was extremely humid and staying inside the house was 
difficult. He was carrying his youngest son on his shoulder and 
taking a stroll outside his house wearing a lungi. He approached 
the gentleman and asked, “Uncle, are you looking for someone?” 

The gentleman looked silently at Nilambar Babu from under 
his sagging eyebrows. Sweat beads appeared on his chubby face. 

Nilambar Babu waited. The old man was perhaps trying to recall 
something. He smiled slightly as if he was embarrassed and said, “Yes. 
I’m looking for something. I started our in the evening and it’s already 
late atnight. Whar could I say? I’m indeed embarrassed.” 

“Iv’s all right. Please tell me,” encouraged Nilambar Babu. 
The old man lowered his gaze and smiled silently. 

“I’m not able to locate my house. I’m almost fagged out 
looking for it.” Nilambar Babu too smiled and said, “Thar’s strange. 
How long have you been staying in that house?” 
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“What can I say? Nadia was born in that house. He has been 
working for the past five years. He’s married now and the father of 
a boy and a girl. We’ve been staying in that house for about thirty 
years.” 

“It’s strange indeed! You had perhaps moved into the house 
when you started your service career.” 

“Yes. It’s a government quarter. It has now been allotted to 
Nadia.” 

“You should be able to locate the house with your eyes closed 
after having stayed there for thirty years!” 

“I had perhaps done that till now. But I’m not able to locate it 
today try as I might. The whole area seems to be unfamiliar to me. 
For example, I cannot recall that I’ve ever seen you ever before.” 

Nilambar Babu smiled as if he had understood everything. 

“Iv’s fine. Just give me five minutes. Let me change into some 
decent clothes. Nadia Babu is perhaps your son. I believe he will be 
my age. Consider me to be a son too. I'll be back in a moment.” 

Nilambar Babu returned to find the old man rooted to the 
same place with his eyes lowered. It was unusual for someone his 
age to lose his way. But how innocent and helpless he looked! Like 
a lost child! 

Nilambar Babu cried to reassure him in an affectionate voice, 
“Come, Sir, come. Let me help you find your house. Just rell me 
the number of your house.” 

The gentleman lifted his head and shook it in despair, “The 
number of the house? That’s whar I’m nor able to recall. I can only 
recall the large number of houses I’ve knocked on in the process of 
looking for my house. But somehow I’m notable to recall the address 
of my house. I’ve tried a great deal. But I’m undone. Strange things 
like this perhaps take place when one becomes old.” 

Nilambar Babu burst into a throaty laughter. 

“You’re indeed a strange man! You've stayed in the house for 
thirty years. Forgerting the number of that house is as good as 
forgerting your own name.” 
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The gentleman continued to look bewildered and anxious. 
He was perhaps not in a position to appreciate any humour. 

“You’re right. 1 would not be surprised if 1 forgot my own 
name. Some kind of amnesia sets in when one turns fifty. I had 
perhaps been affected a little more than usual by the affliction at 
that time. The soft branches of the mind started to wither at such a 
time. It’s not possible to feel the breeze that blows across it. One 
can recognize the faces. Bur recalling names is a different ball game 
altogether. I could not recall Nadia’s name once. Another time I 
could not recall his mother’s name. Oh yes! It was at the time I was 
getting my pension papers ready. I was lucky that Nadia was with 
me. He said, ‘Mother’s name is Tilottrama.’ I replied, ‘May be.’ 
Everyone laughed.” 

Nilambar Babu laughed too. But he looked a great deal 
perplexed. What would he do with the old man so late at night? 
The streets were already deserted by that time. The moviegoers 
had returned home. Only dogs barked from afar. The whistle of 
the Nepali guard was heard from a distance. From Kalibari Square 
perhaps. Nilambar Babu’s brows were furrowed when he looked 
at his watch. It was five minutes to twelve. 

Having no idea about the address, both of them walked on 
the main road as if they were taking a stroll. The clouds in the sky 
were sparse and still. There was a faint and unmoving half moon 
behind them. Nilambar Babu was ill at ease. He seemed to have 
caught the tiger by the tail. It served him right. It was utter stupidity 
on his part to act the Good Samaritan. 

“Sir, we cannot locate your house if we move around aimlessly 
like this. There must be some way to recognize your house.” 

“ Anyone can identify the house from a distance of half a mile. 
No one else has a wood apple tree in this area. It’s a strange wood 
apple. I had brought the seedling from Kashmir. You won’t be able 
to forget its fragrance if you smell it once. There is a Gangashiuli 
tree next ro it. But what you can’t possibly miss is that dense guava 
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tree. In a way, Nadia has grown in the branches and shade of the 
tree. His friends too! You re saying that we can’t find the house. 
Have some patience. In no time, we’ll locate it.” 

Was the old fellow mad? Why should Nilambar Babu be 
patient? What for? How did it matter to him if the house was not 
located? It was now clear that the house would not be located. Did 
anyone find a house with wood apple, Gangashiuli and guava trees 
as the only clues? Nilambar Babu realized that he had been trapped. 
The old man would have taken care of himself anyway. But 
Nilambar Babu had courted trouble by getting involved. 

He was feeling irritated as if someone was pricking him all 
over with pins. He halted all of a sudden in his strides. 

“No Sir, we won’t go any further this way,” his voice was 
decisive. 

The gentleman too came toa halt in the moonlight. He seemed 
to be a doll made of cotton. He too didn’t want to go that way. In 
fact, he didn’t want to go anywhere. He alighted to the field of 
grass on the side of the road and sat down in a heap. “Oh!” 

He spread his legs. He leaned on his hands and looked 
skyward. Perhaps he looked at the moon. 

The old man was perhaps going to spend the rest of the night 
at this place. It was summer. The dawn would break in three to 
four hours. The night would pass in a flash. One had co use the 
opportunity and make his escape at that time. He would rather 
take the old man home in the morning. 

Nilambar Babu looked around him. It was very lonely. Dew 
had started to fall. The clouds looked thin as threads. The moon 
was very bright. His house was at the turning of that uphill road. It 
was a mile at the most. It was better to carry the old man along with 
him. But that was one thousand seven hundred sixty yards ... five 
thousand two hundred and eighty feet!! Ah! It was so tiring. Who 
would like to get inside that humid cave of a house now? The 
house was not going to run away anywhere! What was the harm if 
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he sat here in the dew for a while? He had sat through many nights 
in this manner while seeing jatras. 

A breeze started blowing slowly. He stepped into the grass 
field. He silently asked himself ... how much was a mile expressed 
in inches. Would sixty thousand snails be needed to cover the 
distance if they were placed one after the other? 

The gentleman continued co stare skyward with his mouth 
hanging open. Nilambar Babu looked on for some time with his 
hands on his waist. 

“All right. You're perhaps somewhat rired. We’ll rest here for 
some time and then make a move. Whar do you say?” 

The gentleman sat cross-legged. He looked at Nilambar Babu 
and asked, “Why?” 

Nilambar Babu smiled, “Don’t you want co return to your 
house?” 

He too smiled. 

“We are perhaps destined co spend the night in the open today. 
What can be done? ... I have drawn the map of this town wich my 
own hands. A sahib had made its plan at that time .... Why don’t 
you sit down?” 

« Nilambar Babu felt considerably relieved. He thought he was 
getting rolled up like a tracing paper. He sat on the grass stretching 
his legs forward as if he was not going ro rise from the place again. 

“I can say even now how the major streets had been drawn 
from one place to another. How space had been earmarked in the 
low lands for a lake... the bustees had been numbered. Twenty five 
busteesin all had been planned. Each busree had been divided into 
four parts. One hundred houses had been planned in each part. 
The buscees were identified by English alphabets from ‘A’ ro ‘Y’. 
‘Z’ was the cremation ground. 

“Great! It was a wonderful plan indeed!” 

“It doesn’t end there. This was only one fourth of the town. 
There would have been three more settlements like this in the 
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manner of a ludo board. The plan had been made for forty 
thousand houses in all. Any further expansion would have been 
carried out along the same lines. Only the streets had co be stretched. 
Are you getting me or not?” 

“That would have been wonderful indeed. Burt the place 
where we stay is not at all like that!” 

“It would have been like that. But everything was destroyed 
by this herd of goats. The roads were dug up ac several places and 
there were encroachments everywhere. Everything was messed up. 
As a result, the town is a virtual maze for me. It has no design. 
People are uncivilized ... anyone could build a house anywhere. 
Everything has gone wrong with the town. The number of my 
government quarter has already been changed five times. My son 
was telling me thar the number that I’m unable to recall now is 
going to be changed again soon.” 

He shook his head and laughed about the ways of this strange 
world. 

“Let it change as many times as they want. What does it matter? 
Go around in a merry-go-round as much as you wish. But let me 
cell you one thing, Sir. There is not another house in the townlike 
the one allotted to Nadia now. That boy might nor admit it. But 
you see. A cowshed was built in the backyard che year in which he 
was born. The guava and the wood apple crees started growing the 
same year. A living room was constructed on the verandah and was 
enclosed with wooden grills when Nadia starced his studies. He 
read chere without any disturbance. The entire house was coloured 
when he got married. The windows and doors were repaired. A 
barbed wire fencing adjacent to the street outside was put around 
the house. An entrance gate was put in place. Anyone who saw it 
was amazed. Everyone could not do such things in a government 
quarter. I could manage all these because I knew the people in the 
right places. There is no other house in the town like mine. Well- 
ventcilaced, airy, central location, the works...” 
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“Is Nadia Babu your only son?” 

He laughed, “Ah! Isn’t one enough? Your world will revolve 
around him to such an extent that you’ll be tied up all ends. Why 
do you need more children? The trouble that one has to take for 
one child ... well, you’re a family man ... you'll come to know 
everything in due course. How many children do you have?” 

“Four. Two sons and two daughters.” 

The gentleman was silent. He was as quiet as the crees 
around him. 

The old man took fright on hearing the number. Nilambar 
Babu smiled to himself. He said, “But you re right, Sir. No one is as 
happy as someone who has only one son.” 

The old gentleman smiled quizzically. Nilambar Babu finally 
concluded that the old man was weeping. But he said with a smile, 
“Son, what is happiness and what is sorrow at this place? The world 
goes on in its own way. The branch continues on its way downward. 
You feel happy when you’ve good news; you grieve when there is 
bad news. Happiness, sorrow, entanglements ... all these are one 
and the same thing.” 

Nilambar Babu felt slightly ill at ease. He asked, “Sir, shall we 
get up now? We'll go looking for your house.” 

“I’ve no objection. But there is no point in looking for it 
now. Everyone will be asleep. I don’t want to wake them up.” 

“No Sir! They will be sitting on the outside verandah. They 
must be worried that you haven’t returned home yet.” 

Only a long sigh could be heard. A quarter rupee laugh 
followed it. 

“ Are you nuts? Does anyone sit on the outside verandah when 
he is worried? Nadia had not returned home one nighc cill lace. I 
went out to look for him in the dark night and stepped inside a pond 
by mistake. He had high fever another night. He was in a delirium. 
We didn’t know what to do. I had run five miles to the residence of 
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the doctor and fainted there. Love pulls like that. One sits on the 
outside verandah waiting for the cows to return home.” 

Nilambar Babu pondered for a while. The old man was right. 
The sixty-year-old man had not returned home till midnight. 
Someone should have come out looking for him. He had a wife 
who had spent a lifetime with him. At least she should have .... 

The old man continued as if he had read his mind, “No, Son 
... all that is nonsense. I’ve seen enough of this world ... even then I 
believe that Nadia must have made a round looking for me. His 
son has not been well for the past few days. He’s not in the right 
frame of mind. My daughter-in-law is still enamoured of her father’s 
place. She won’t accept Nadia’s family as her own as long as my 
wife and I are alive. Nadia doesn’t know whether he should side 
with us or with his wife. He suffers in the process. But his mother 
has concluded that we cannot manage without our son. There is 
even more darkness ahead of us. Who knows what is going to 
happen? This old man cannot even take care of himself.” 

Nilambar Babu felt somewhat embarrassed. He didn’t say 
anything except releasing a sigh. The old man pulled himself 
together and stood up. 

“It’s very late at night. You’re a very nice man. I don’t want to 
trouble you any further. Come, let me drop you at your house. 
Your family must be worried about you. They may come out 
looking for you along with the neighbours. Please get up.” 

Nilambar Babu stood up and laughed. He said, “ This is funny! 
I had started out to help you. Now you will be getting into trouble 
on my account. Anyway, we’ll pass my house on our way. I'll ell 
them at home. We can then go looking for your house.” 

The gentleman moved on to the street silently. The two of them 
walked in silence. Nilambar Babu asked several questions. But the old 
man answered him in monosyllables. The feet seemed heavy. They 
were short of breath. Nilambar Babu slowed down intentionally. 

The old man smiled and asked, “ Are you tired?” 
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They reached the electric pole. The area around Nilambar Babu’s 
house was deserted. Not a soul could be seen on the streets. Everyone 
was perhaps asleep at his home. He knocked on the door and said, 
“You stand here for a moment. I'll cell them and come.” 

He didn’t say anything. He continued ro stand under the 
electric pole. 

Nilambar Babu entered his house. Conversation could be 
heard from inside. A child was crying. He came out in no time. 
The doors and grills of the house seemed ro be reproving him in 
che process of seeing him off. 

He discovered suddenly that there was no one outside. He 
looked around. It was strange! No one seemed to be there. He 
moved around on the street for a while. No one could be seen. 

“Poor man! He didn’t want to trouble me any further. He has 
left on his own.” Anyway, he had done what he could. There is no 
point in looking for the house. He returned home. The door was 
locked from inside. The lonely road was outside. The moon was lonely 
too. The close knit family was inside. The open sky was outside. 

Someone woke him up in the morning. He woke up with 
sleepy eyes and found his wife and son near him. She had a letcer 
in her hand. 

“Babuli found the letter and this packet stuck in the window 
outside. Someone has left these at night.” 

He woke up suddenly, “Let me see.” 

The letter had been written in large Oriya letters ina trembling 
hand, “You’re my Nadia. Your son is my grandson. This packet is 
for him. I’m no longer looking for the house. I know I won’ be 
able to find it. It’s never easy to find it once it’s lost.” 

Nilambar Babu stared vacantly in front of him for a very 
long time holding two Cadbury chocolate bars from inside the 


packet in his hand. 
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The Outsider 


severe low pressure had formed over the Bay of Bengal. 

The wind was furious. It rained heavily. Nothing else could 

e done except to sit inside the house and look ac the rains 

like birds in the hollows of trees. It was indeed strange thar there 

was no thunder or lightning, and still itr continued to pour. It seemed 

so lonely all around. One would perhaps feel better if someone was 

around to keep company. There was no need to talk to him. It is 

enough for birds to sit close to each other inside the nest. What was 
the use of chirping in such weather? 

Therefore, Bholanath Babu had covered himself with a shawl 
and sar on a chair. Only a cup of tea was on the table nearby. The 
glasses of his spectacles were covered with vapour. One wondered 
if he could see anything through them. Bur he stared ac the rains 
without moving a limb. 

Intermittent laughter could be heard from the adjacent room. 
Chirping could be heard from other branches. Bholanath Babu 
seemed ro be able to dissect the laughter co identify each individual 
voice. After all, he was familiar with the voice of everyone in the 
family for along, long time. Buc they never thought of him while 
laughing happily in this manner. They never felt che necessity to 
tell him the cause of their mirth. At times, he has gone there on his 
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own out of curiosity. Everything stopped the moment he arrived 
on the scene. Someone has bitten his tongue. Someone else has put 
the corner of her sari on her mouth and walked away. His wife has 
stopped laughing for a while to ask if he needed a cup of tea. 
Bholanath Babu has replied, “Yes, I could do with a cup.” 

Therefore, he didn’t go to the other room knowingly that 
day. Could they laugh like that before him? Could he sit there and 
make small talk? 

Bholanath Babu was certainly the oldest person in the house. 
He was ten years older than his wife and twenty five years older 
than his eldest son. He had not kept count of the others. 

Half of his head had turned grey. Two side teeth were gone. 
He didn’t wear coloured check shirts. He preferred mustard gravy 
to onion gravy. 

He listened to ghazals and Carnatic music all by himself. He 
got irritated when pop music was played and left the place in disgust. 
The others waited for the moment to line up before the television. 

Bholanath Babu was not stupid. He knew perfectly well that he 
had chosen to stay behind the times. He had not been able to keep pace 
with the times. What would have happened otherwise? Chintamani 
was his friend. He started wearing clothes of the latest design. He 
coloured his hair and went to clubs. He tried his best to remain young. 
He did that even now. Burt young boys were not duped. They give him 
a wide berth and say, “Uncle, you stay here. We’re going elsewhere. 
You won't like the place.” Ha, ha, not like the place! 

Bholanath Babu was smiling to himself sitting all alone even 
as the rains lashed outside. What a shameless fellow Chintamani 
was! He refused to believe that he was already over che hill. But he 
thought he could pass for a young man if he rubbed shoulders with 
the young. And he sulked when he was given short shrift by those 
fellows! They didn’t misbehave with him. On the other hand, they 
respected him. They made way for him when he walked up the 
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when he arrived. Bur the stupid fellow didn’t understand anything. 
Why should he act like that? 

Bholanath Babu often felt that this Chintamani fellow could 
no longer climb up the hill. His feet ached. His breath became short. 
A group of young fellows laughed at his efforts from the top of the 
hill. They made fun of him. They simply didn’t bother about him. 
Bur the idiot only panted and puffed to be one among them. 

Giggles could again be heard from the other room. Bholanath 
Babu continued to stare at the rains and the tall casurina trees swaying 
in the wind without moving a muscle. 

His wife arrived with some hot pakoras on a large plate and 
hot gram curry in a glass bowl. His daughter had carried a glass of 
water. He liked pakoras and gram curry. Everyone knew it at home. 
His likes and dislikes had already been jotted down in a notebook. 
Therefore, he could sometimes hear someone or the other say, 
“Don'r do it; father won’ like it” or “He doesn’t like potatoes in 
the curry; he won't eat it” or “Pur the head of the salted fish in 
mixed vegetables for us; fry something else for father”... 

Hot pakoras in the rainy weather ... that’s lovely! 

“Why don’t you get some for yourself?” 

“We have enough for ourselves in the other room. You go ahead.” 

His daughter said, “We have made a dish by putting puffed 
rice and pumpkin seeds in gram dal.” 

Flowers of an era gone by bloomed on Bholanath Babu’s face. 

His wife tried to cover it up hurriedly as if the secrets of home 
had become public knowledge, “How does it matter to father? Go 
to the other room. I'll join you there ina moment.” 

She arranged everything neatly on the table and placed the 
table before Bholanath Babu. Then she left. Bholanath Babu stared 
at the steaming pakoras and gram curry as well as the glass of water. 
He didn’t have to move an inch or exert himself — everything had 
been provided near him. Another plate of pakoras would be 
provided to him at the right time if Bholanath Babu sat down to 
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eat by force of habit as the head of the family. He wouldn’t be 
given an opportunity to ask for it. 

Wouldn’t he have loved to grind that rice fry becween his teeth! 
He had eaten that a long time ago. But he still remembered the taste. 
The pain in the teeth vanished when one chewed hard on it. One felt 
like being at the top of the world by equating che strength of the 
teeth to his own strength. But they were notlikely to give him some 
of that. They might give some if he asked for it... but... 

All of them would sit around a plate of peanuts. Bholanath 
Babu would turn into one of them and eat peanuts with everyone. 
He would joke with them. The souls would start chirping like 
birds by each of them accepting the others as his own. The house 
would then seem like a nest. 

These rains were not something new. Thirty rains had passed in 
the meantime. It was not as if Bholanath Babu hadn’c tried ro resolve 
the mystery of the peanuts. But whar was the use? Peanuts carrying 
three pods had been selected from our of the lot and provided to him 
ona clean plate. The peanuts were dressed and he was given only the 
whole pods. Bholanath Babu sat on his throne all by himself smilingly 
and chewed on the pods. In all other things too he remained contented 
with the special treatment given to him. 

They only shared the food with him when he sat down with 
them to eat. But lotus flowers didn’t bloom easily on their faces. 
The eyes didn’t dazzle. They were lost among themselves when 
they shared a plate of rice fry. They rolled with laughter as if they 
were tasting nectar. But that never happened when he was with 
them. Their easy manner vanished. Everyone collected himself. In 
words and in conduct. They felt that the immobile statue of the 
deity had descended from the pedestal to come to the kitchen when 
father arrived there. Oh no, please sit on the pedestal. Incense sticks, 
lamps, offerings — everything would reach you ar the right cime. 
How can we be at ease if you come into our midst? 

“You haven’t eaten the pakoras. The gram curry has gone 
cold. Don’t you like them? Coconut scraps have been put in the 
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gram curry. Onion slices have been put in the pakoras. Why don’t 
you eat?” 

“Have you given these to the children?” 

“The children don’t like these. They’re having mashed brinjal 
and murhi. Shall I get some for you?” 

“No.” 

“ Aren’t you feeling well?” 

Bholanath Babu looked at his wife and laughed, “Even Yama 
cannot come anywhere near meif a wife like you stands guard over me. 
What disease can afflict me? You’ve fed me and taken care of me all 
these years in rearing me. You’ve starved yourself and you’ve starved 
the children to take care of me like a guest of the house. Don’t you see 
Icontinue co be the same son-in-law even after all these years.” 

“Aw, come on!” 

“Mix these pakoras with the gram curry. Get more of the 
curry if you still have some left. Carry everything to the other room. 
We will sic down wich che children and eat.” 

“Why would you join that crowd? Why don’t you sit here on 
your own and eat? They’re enjoying themselves. Why put them in 
an awkward situation?” 

She turned around and said again, “I’m getting some mashed 
brinjal and murhi for you.” 

Bholanath Babu kepr staring at the back of his wife. He was a 
guest in his father-in-law’s place for che first time thirty years ago. He 
felt that day that the whole world was busy serving him. He satin the 
middle like an emperor ona throne of jewels. His only job was to eat. 
It was the responsibility and ducy of all the others to feed him. 

His wife lumbered in with a place in hand. 

“You have still not eaten anything. Why don’t you finish it? 
The children have cooked all these delicacies out of love for you. 
They've made the pakoras as you like them.” 

Bholanath Babu stared her in the eye and said, “I'll eat only if you 
sit here and share the food with me. I cannot eat any moreall by myself.” 

“You know very well that I don’c like these things.” 
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Bholanath Babu knew that his wife told lies like that in order 
to make him eat. 

“All right. I’m taking some,” he said as he picked something 
with two fingers. 

“Finish it. Pm sending another cup of tea for you.” 

Bholanath Babu looked at the rains smilingly. Could that fellow 
Chintamani ever mingle with these people? Both of them would eat 
the pakoras only if he arrived now. Two guests would seem to be the 
members of a family if they spent time together. But would thar rascal 
come in this weather? He would be busy with his dog. He had a jet 
black, huge Alsatian like a foal. He called it Caesar. The dog lived with 
him. He talked to the dog and played with it. His children lived with 
their mother. This idiot of a father lived alone with the dog. 

But Tom too was a good dog. It might not have such a good 
pedigree. But it was a very good dog. It was always chained. It was 
given yellow rice, bones, two eggs every seven days, chapattis and 
milk. Every care was taken in looking after it. But it was patted on 
the back when it broke loose and was chained again. No onc felt 
comfortable until then. 

A few shadows passed over Bholanath Babu’s face. Bhalua, 
Tom’s father, was also with them for eight years. His wife and children 
had wept a great deal the day it died. They fasted that day. 

Suddenly, Bholanath Babu had a great desire to spend the rainy 
days in the company of Tom as Chintamani did. Tom’s tongue was 
very soft and warm. It had often sat near him and licked his feet. But 
now he would like to lift it to his lap. Tom might not believe it in the 
beginning. Burt then it would start playing with him. Bholanath Babu 
would feed him with pakoras with his own hand. He would embrace 
it repeatedly. He would rub his face with its face. He would lie down 
near the dog with his face down and the two of them would eat the 
pakoras from the plate with their mouths. 

Tom would climb all over him happily. It would lick him. It 
would bark happily as if it had found some invaluable treasure. Its 
body would be experiencing tremors. It would get heated up. It 
would be shaking all over... 
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Bholanath Babu’s wife and children would arrive on the scene 
and rurn into statues. No one would be able to say a word. Tom 
would bark and scare everyone away as he would putan arm around 
it and chew on a pakora ... bhow, wow! Bholanath Babu would 
respond as a friend with utter contentment and without a care in 
the world ... bhow, wow! No one else might make heads or tails of 
it. But how did it matter? They would again weep when Tom died 
after eating bones in its own special plate and spending all its life in 
a separate room! They might even go without food fora day. One 
had to be a guest for some days. What difference would it make 
whether it was Tom or he himself? 

“Whar has come over you today? There are tears in your eyes. 
Why don’t you eat anything? Why do you think of all kinds of 
things looking at the rains? The children are playing carom. They 
want you to come and play with them. I’m carrying the pakoras 
there.” 

Bholanath Babu had a feeling that a smooth velvet band was 
around his neck. Mrs. Baliarsingh, wife of Bholanath Baliarsingh, 
had attached a chain to the band and was pulling him slowly. She was 
patting him gently on the back, whistling at him and pulling him. 

Bholanath Babu got up from the place but he didn’t know 
where to go. To the room outside where Tom could smell the 
pakoras and was whining or to the carrom board laid on the carpet 
inside the house. He was not able to know how to unload his 
unbearable state of a guest from his shoulder; and where to unload 
it. It was extremely unusual that he wanted to cry in that rainy 
weather. Clouds came down on his eyes. A strong wind hissed in 
his breath. But neither he nor his wife could know about the low 
pressure that had formed afar in the Bay of Bengal. 
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Brought Forward 


e didn’t look ac the familiar house, the garden and the mango 
HE as something alien. No one else did either. 

Burt they looked like that to him. 

Not always. Everything around him seemed to change as if 
they belonged to another age on some lonely afternoons that 
glowed like incense sticks. 

He also felt act such times that he himself was someone else. 
And people he had never seen and who belonged to some other 
country or some other age surrounded him. 

He knew that it was a surreal feeling. 

Father William lived in that house a hundred years ago. He 
came to know about it recendy while going through some old papers. 
But no one knew what Father William did ac thar place. 

It was only he who knew abourit. The structure of the house and 
the furniture changed when chat strange event occurred. A midsize 
tamarind cree was visible in the open space in front of the house and he 
could see that he himself had engaged people to cutits branches. Father 
William was the person who directed those people to trim the rree. He 
believed at such rime thar he himself was Father William. 

He saw everything so distinctly. There was no doubt in his 
mind that he was reliving the experience. He could nor tell anyone 
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about it. Burt he had no other option except to concede that he 
lived as Father William in this house a hundred years ago. 

The house had therefore held such a strong attraction for him! 

But how could he tell anyone that he had taken rebirth and 
that he was Father William in his previous birth? 

Nathaniel Sloan was a very god-fearing person. He accepted 
the scriptures without a question. Bur that feeling! How could 
he ignore it? 

He was as much Farther William as he was Dr. Sloan. He was 
convinced of it. 

He was a psychiatrist by profession. He had often wanted to 
publish all his unusual experiences as research papers in some journal. 
Bur he had not been able to bring himself to do it. 

He had finally decided that he would get in touch with a few 
Hindus to do experiments on the subject. The Hindus easily 
believed in rebirths. 

He knew Sasadhar Babu in that connection. 

Sasadhar Babu was also a doctor. He was an orthopaedist. He 
arrived one day of his own accord to consult Dr. Sloan. 

He looked quite exhausted by the time he reached the Mission 
Colony. He had co cover about fifty kilometres of dirt road by bus 
to reach che place. 

He also looked very depressed for some reason. 

After an exchange of pleasantries, Dr. Sloan asked him to wait 
in che living room for some time and went inside. 

He had no particular work inside. He simply sat on the sofa in 
his bedroom. He looked ac the clock at intervals. 

He had asked Sasadhar Babu to wait in che living room with 
the hope chat the beautiful garden outside, the silent presence of 
various plants and the intermittent singing of the birds would have 
a sobering effect on him. 

He came back co che living room after about fifteen minutes 
and said, “Forgive me please, Dr. Pradhan. You had co wait fora 
long time on my account.” 
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“Iv’s all right, Dr. Sloan. I was quite comfortable.’ 

Sasadhar Babu looked a great deal more relaxed. 

Dr. Sloan began the conversation cordially. He asked if 
Sasadhar Babu would like to have a cup of tea or coffee. 

“No, thank you. Let me first tell you the purpose of my visit. 
Can I talk to you in Oriya?” 

Dr. Sloan furrowed his brows for a moment. But his face 
creased into a smile like a lotus flower opening up its petals. 

“No. You may speak.” 

“I know that you’re an eminent psychiatrist. I’ve come to 
seek your help for a problem. I mean ... I would like to know...” 

“Yes, Please continue.” 

“I think Im suffering so much because there’s something 
hiding in my subconscious. There’s no limit ro my sufferings and 
unhappiness. I’m feeling rortured. I mean ... what can I say ...?” 

“All right. Relax first. There’s no hurry. You're my guest today. 
We’ve a great deal of time on our hands. We’ll talk.” 

“I feel a great deal relaxed because of the quiet environment 
and your peaceful countenance.” 

“I’m happy to hear that. So you don’t like the heat and bustle 
of city life?” 

“Yes. I don’t like it.” 

“You've perhaps spent your childhood in the village?” 

“What can I say about my childhood, Dr. Sloan? My sorrows 
start from there.” 

Then he lowered his eyes and looked here and there. He started 
narrating his story in his own style. 

The following story emerged when Dr. Sloan pieced 
everything together. 

Sasadhar Babu had spent his childhood in the care of his 
stepmother. He spent his days there in mortal fear. He was scared 
all the time and looked for some shelter like a weak bird. 

He was always hungry and cold. He was in constant fear. 
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He could not recall the appearance of his stepmother. But he 
remembered an extremely harsh, nagging voice. That was perhaps 
his stepmother. 

The sufferings narrated by Sasadhar Babu were being reflected 
in the blue eyes of Dr. Sloan. 

“Dr. Sloan, but that was not my biggest problem. It was 
something else. That’s a curse for me even now. But what can I do 
about it?” 

There was utter helplessness in his voice. Dr. Sloan raised his 
eyebrows questioningly. 

“My father is my biggest problem. He’s as much a problem 
now as he was in my childhood. I know he doesn’t love me. Buc it’s 
a mystery why he doesn’t like me. I also have no idea how my 
mother died. Anyway, it would be a long story if I get to tell you 
everything in detail. Let me summarize it for you. I’ve a firm 
conviction that father hates me intensely for some unknown reason. 
He might have a suspicion that I’m not his son. In that case, 1 
would get an answer to my question. But there’s no reason why he 
should have such a suspicion. The reason is that I’m almost a 
duplicate of my father in appearance. So this can be ruled out.” 

Sasadhar Babu looked very hurt. 

But Sloan looked even more grave and eager than before. 

“You know, Dr. Sloan. My father gave my examination fees 
to my stepbrother intentionally. I lost one year in my studies and 
service because of that. I have not been able to forgive him for that. 
I’m not able to forget this injustice. 

“On top of thar, he’s never told me that he had done a wrong 
thing by doing so. On the other hand, he always complains chat I 
didn’t do anything for my stepbrother.” 

Sasadhar Babu smiled at Dr. Sloan. It was a very bitter and 
weak smile. 

“Let me talk about my wife now. If you want to find the 
couple who hare each other the most on this earth, you've to go no 
farther. It’s us. I had never seen her before marriage. I didn’t know 
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her either. Father had fixed the marriage. We’re husband and wife 
only in name since the day of the marriage till now.” 

Sasadhar Babu somehow controlled his emotion that was 
getting the better of him. 

“We fight every day. I tolerate all her atrocities as 1 do not 
want all these to be public knowledge. She went out recently with 
Engineer Senapati. She didn’t give a damn about me. Father didn’t 
say anything. I was cold that she spent chree days with Senapaci in 
the Forest Dak Bungalow ....” 

Sasadhar Babu’s face had reddened. His eyes betrayed their 
helplessness. 

“She returned from that place to throw down a gauntlet at me 
~ ‘Give me a divorce if you call yourself a man. Otherwise, keep 
your trap shut!” 

Sasadhar Babu broke into a sob. 

Dr. Sloan felt sorry for him, but waited patiently. 

“I hate her intensely, Doctor. I may even murder her. But I’m 
not able to do anything. Do you know why? Father always stands 
guard over her. He doesn’t say a word when she humiliates me 
before everyone. On the other hand, he derives some kind of 
vicarious pleasure out of my sufferings ....” 

Sasadhar Babu curned his hands into fists and hit them on che 
hands of che chair. 

“I may also murder that father of mine. He’s not my father; 
he’s my arch enemy. He’s perhaps killed my mother. He’s tortured 
me throughout my life. I’ve only been thinking of murder these 
last few days. I suffer immeasurably before Il commit these murders. 
Please save me. I’m going out of my mind. 

“Im feeling restless with fear and hacred. I do not know who 
I’m afraid of. But I’m perhaps scared of everyone more or less. I 
cannor take anyone into confidence and I’m starting co hace 
everyone. I’m not able ro sleep in the nighcs. I keep seeing scary 
dreams and wake up in a cold swear. Sleeping pills don’t help. No, 
my blood pressure is not high nor do I have any other physiological 
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problem. I’ve had a thorough medical checkup. But I believe PII 
die within a short time. 

“I think chere’s something in my subconscious. Why else 
would I experience such hatred and fear? I’ve come to you to resolve 
the mystery for me.” 

Dr. Sloan looked intently at Sasadhar Pradhan. 

He flashed a friendly smile at Sasadhar Babu and said, “How 
about a cup of coffee now?” 

He went inside the house without waiting for an answer. He 
returned in a few minuces with two cups of steaming coffee. 

Sasadhar Babu stood up. He seemed to be embarrassed. 

“Why did you have to go to so much trouble?” 

He took a cup from Dr. Sloan and said, “Please take your seat.” 

Dr. Sloan changed che subject abruptly and asked, “Tell me, 
Dr. Pradhan, how’s your practice going?” 

Sasadhar Babu didn’t feel it necessary to answer the question. 
It seemed out of context to him. 

He was sipping coffee with his face lowered. He said, “I’m 
feeling unwell even now. My head seems co be heavy. Something 
seems to be pressing me down.” 

Dr. Sloan kept the cup of coffee down and held Sasadhar Babu 
by one of the arms. He said, “Come and rest. I think you’re feeling 
that way because you’re tense.” 

“No, no. I’m all right.” 

Dr. Sloan made him stand up and escorted him to the next room. 

He had been looking at Sasadhar Babu at thar rime with cotal 
concentration. It seemed like an order when he spoke to him. 

Sasadhar Babu too obliged him without any protest. He felt 
he could at least lean on this one person. 

His confidence in himself was restored to a great extent when 
Dr. Sloan held him by his hand. He felt quire secure. 

The room was spacious. There was a bed with clean bed sheet 
and pillow cover. There was a rable near the bed. A chair too was 
there in the room. 
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Sasadhar Babu thought it was Dr. Sloan's clinic. It was nice. 

Dr. Sloan had been looking at Sasadhar Babu the same way. 
He led him very carefully and made him lie down on the bed. 

Sasadhar Babu removed his shoes and lay down on the bed. 
Dr. Sloan placed his warm palm on his forehead and eyes. He said 
very softly burt distinctly, “Sleep for a while. Loosen your limbs. 
Let go of them. Breathe deeply. Look straight at me. That’s it. 
You’re sleeping. You’re passing into a deep sleep ....” 

And the lines on Sasadhar Babu’s forehead gradually 
disappeared. He looked very much at peace. And he went off to 
sleep. 

Dr. Sloan removed his palm and kept looking at him. He 
took outa tape recorder from under the bed, placed it on the table 
and switched it on silently. 

He said softly to instil confidence in Sasadhar Babu, “Go 
to sleep without another thought. I’m with you. Do not worry 
about anything.” 

Sasadhar Babu’s eyelashes didn’t flutter any more. He was 
breathing very lightly. 

“What were you doing yesterday?” 

Sasadhar Babu’s eyes came alive. He started breathing more 
heavily. He furrowed his brows. His nostrils were swollen. 

He said in a sleepy voice, “That girl is coming. A crowd has 
gathered near the hospital. She’s coming with her mother ....” 

“Who’s chasing them?” 

“This man... some light is falling on his face now. Ah! This is 
my father. Is he coming after me to murder me? He’s perhaps 
holding a knife in his hand. So he’s running after me to kill me! I’m 
even more scared now. I’m not able to shout.” 

“Go back further into the past.” 

Dr. Sloan seemed to be more cautious. 

Sasadhar Babu started speaking slowly, “Ah! It’s very dark. 
It’s a narrow street like a tunnel. I’m not able to breathe properly. 
Ah! Everything looks so distinct now.” 
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“What do you see?” 

“A building ... an old-fashioned building of some zemindar... 
very large courtyard ... high walls ... and tiled roof. It’s a winter 
morning. I’m sitting on a cushioned chair. My servants are standing 
near me. A man is being brought before me. He’s enraged on seeing 
me. He’s shaking in anger. His eyes are glowing like embers. He’s 
trying to pull himself free. He wants to attack me. Others are 
holding him tight. 

“I’m looking at him and spitting out the paan I’m chewing. 

I’m roaring.” 

Dr. Sloan moved the tape recorder near the bed and said, 
“Listen to that man. What is he saying?” 

“He’s shouting. He’s saying, ‘Chhotray, I won’t leave you. I'l! 
chop you into pieces. You raped my daughter. You got her husband 
killed through your goons. You're keeping my daughter as a servant 
in your house. Pll hack you to pieces, you bastard! Do you have no 
respect for womenfolk just because you’re the zamindar?” 

“Who’s his daughter? How did you know her?” 

“ Ah! That girl’s a gem. I wanted to possess her the moment I 
laid my eyes on her. I’m the lord and master. The crop growing in 
the fields is mine. Girls growing up in the village are also mine. 
What difference does it make that a useless fellow has married her? 
It’s not just me. My forefathers have enjoyed themselves the same 
way since ages. Our subjects have worshipped us. I ordered the girl 
to be brought to me. That idiot picked up a chopper ro fight with 
my people and save his wife. My people captured him. He fought 
them and lost his life. Thar was his fate. But why does the old man 
behave thar way?” 

“After thar?” 

“I’m ordering the old man to be handcuffed. He’s cursing me 
while leaving the place. His hatred towards me is quite apparent. I 
can feel it. The old man dies the next day.” 


“After thar?” 
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“His daughter curses me like her father. She says she doesn’t 
give a damn about me. She will find her own husband ... not me.” 

“ Are you marrying that girl?” 

“Are you out of your mind? Shall I marry all the women I 
sleep with? I’ve married once. This one will stay just like that. Like 
the others.” 

“After thar?’ 

“I’m going to that woman when I recall her some time later. 
There’s someone with her. He’s hiding. That woman gives me 
intoxicants to drink. She makes me sit on a chair. One fellow comes 
and gags me. The rwo of them rie me to the chair ....” 

Sasadhar Babu seemed to be getting restless. His face creased 
in pain. 

Dr. Sloan asked in the same steady voice, “ After thar ... what 
happened after thar?” 

“That woman kept scratching at my face. She hit and kicked 
me all over. She said that I could not be her husband even if I was 
borna hundred times. She said thar she was going to sleep with other 
people even if I married her. And she asked me ro see it for myself. 
She took off the clothes of the man with her before my very eyes. She 
threw off her own clothes. I shut my eyes. Ah! Ill set fire to the two 
of them together. Let me just get free. Someone hit me on my head 
after that with some heavy object. I opened my... eyes and saw that 
the woman had raised a hatchet to hit me again... it’s getting dark 
after that... dark like large masses of blood...” 

Dr. Sloan placed his palm on Sasadhar Babu’s forehead and 
closed his eyes. He heaved a sigh. 

Sasadhar Babu became normal and quiet. 

Dr. Sloan waited for a while and said, “Wake up now.” 

Sasadhar Babu opened his eyes and looked around him with 
uncomprehending eyes. He held on to his head rightly sitting 
up on the bed. 

“] saw a very bad dream, Doctor. Bur that was no dream. I could 
not call it a dream. It was so clear and vivid. Whar could I say?” 
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“You don’t have co say anything. You've already said 
everything. Two persons have created all the problems in your life 
and your relationship with chem goes back a long time.” 

“Do you mean co say that the dream thar I saw is true to 
the end?” 

Dr. Sloan smiled and placed his hand on his head. He said, 
“The whole thing is mysterious. Let’s have some coffee and talk.” 

Sasadhar Babu felt much better after having a few biscuits and 
coffee. He seemed relieved too. 

He felt that he had found a release from some great crisis. 

“Dr. Sloan, wouldn’t you like to hear about the bad dream 
Isaw?” 

“You've already said everything. I had regressed you. You spoke 
about your childhood but I made you go back even further. You 
crossed a dark valley along your journey backward. But then you 
were able co see everything clearly. But you saw events which related 
to another time and another set of people. Whar do you think? Is 
that zemindar someone else other than you?” 

“No, Dr. Sloan. I think I’m that zamindar. I believe I’m paying 
off now what I owed then. Burt the truth about it could be 
conclusively proved if two other persons could be regressed like 
me... my father and my wife. How can we be sure that they are the 
characters I saw in my dream?” 

“You’re absolutely right.” 

“Whar do you think about this strange event, Dr. Sloan? Is 
this all about a previous birth? Do we live layer by layer in this 
manner?” 


Dr. Sloan didn’t respond. He smiled and nodded. 


* 
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The Enchantress 


M: good friend, let me cell you abouta strange experience 
of mine. Please pay attention. It all happened the day 
before yesterday. I had returned only a few moments 
earlier as if in a trance. I had been enchanted by the scene of moonlight 
falling on the white water lily in full bloom and the tiny raindrops 
falling on water. It’s true that I returned from the place. But as 1 
crossed the field of grass, I felt as if Il was descending on the earth like 
a cloud. I felt so lightheaded and snug that I did not believe I had a 
solid shape. 

No! I never felt like this earlier. Iam positive such a thing had 
never happened to me earlier. It’s not that I’ve not felt choked at 
times when J’ve been elated for some reason or the other. But never 
like this. 

You know too that I’m nota poet. I don’t have the psyche to 
fly around with gay abandon like a black bee. I can fantasize about 
a pot of nectar, but I cannot conceive the rest of it. I’ve never 
indulged in the luxury of walking on the clouds. I concede that I’ve 
flirted with poetry while crossing my youth. I’ve been affected by 
the dream-filled life. I’ve felt the hunger of the body. But those 
days are long past and life goes on in its own course. Still... 
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Considering my age, experience, and the ups and downs in 
my life, I may be labelled as a seasoned veteran. I’m not likely to be 
fooled easily. I don’t believe that someone can pull the wool over 
my eyes. I know you don’t believe it either. 

You also know that I don’t booze or smoke. I’m not addicted 
to charas or ganja. My eyes and ears are open all the time. My 
physique is tuned by regular exercises; I’ve a logical mind; and I use 
my intelligence in a judicious manner. Thus, I’m not given to day- 
dreaming. I cannot be taken for a ride easily. 

I’m not telling you all these things. I’m telling myself. Of 
course, I’m not addressing myself. I’ve only been trying to prop 
myself up by leaning on you. The reason is that my self-confidence 
has taken a knock and is lying on the ground like the stems of a 
gourd creeper. I’m only making an effort to pick it up by providing 
some support. 

Before I explain why I’ve been shaken, I concede 
unconditionally that nothing would surprise me any more in my 
present condition. Once the earth takes a gaseous form, there is 
nothing to be surprised about the shape it might take. 

You’ve seen my house. I’ve taken it on rent. I live all by myself. 
The children live away. My wife drops in now and then. But the love 
for grandchildren pulls her back. So why do I stay here? The reason is 
that I’ve already lived here for about fifty years. My roots have spread. 
Icouldn’t go elsewhere leaving these quarters. T hat hill in the distance 
where che sun rises — the riverin the west, a temple at either end of the 
wide street. Friends like you, the southern breeze, the unending clouds 
of the rainy season ~ al! these are attractions enough. Bur these are 
not the reasons why I’m stuck here. An invisible vein of mine is 
entwined with this piece of land. I would not be able to live if that 
snaps. I do not exactly know what it is all about. But I’ve felt its pull 
whenever I have thought of going to Jabalpur to my son or to 
Thiruvanantapuram to my daughter. 
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Forget it,you are aware aboutall these things. 1 was wondering 
why you haven’t come ro my place in the last few days. Then I 
heard that you are not likely to return before a month. I could not 
keep this strange experience to myself char long. So I decided to 
wrice this letter. 

You have come to my house a number of times. But have you 
ever noticed a one storey red house located on the same street? Three 
other houses stand berween that house and mine. No, you haven’t 
perhaps noticed it. You would have told me otherwise. There is 
nothing special about the house. But the person who lives there ... 
no, no, I do not know her. I too had nor seen her. It’s noc thar I had 
nor seen her. Buc chat didn’t acrually amount to much. 

The moon was bright that evening and so I sat on the bank of 
the pond. I sat on the same cement bench under the goldmohur 
tree where we often sat. The water lilies looked beautiful in che 
clear moonlit night. The reflection of the moon shook gently in 
the water because of tiny raindrops. It was not very late in the 
evening. But it was very quiet and lonely. The railway track has 
passed at some distance. There is the jungle of thorny bushes beyond 
thar spreading till the horizon. But it’s quite safe there. That is our 
favourite hunting ground. We’ve often wandered in those areas. 

Ihad indeed been staring at the pond in a trance. I got up from 
the place although there was no reason for me to do so. I had already 
had my dinner. I could have sat there a little while longer. But I got 
up. Don’t ask me why. I do not know the reason. 

Then I was overtaken by that strange experience. I felt as if I 
was swimming in a vacuum. Somehow, I still recained a sense of 
direction. That is how I managed ro reach home. Bur che 
lightheadedness was so intense that I didn’c feel that I was holding 
something solid in my palm even after I took out the bunch of keys 
from my pocket to open the front door. 

I was nor sure that I could unlock the door. But I got in and 
sat on that long sofa of mine like a flower opening up its petals. A 
creaky sound always came from the sofa when I sat on its edge. But 
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nothing could be heard that day. I thought I had perhaps not sat on 
the sofa. I was perhaps only swimming above it. If I was not careful, 
my head might even hit the ceiling! 

I forgot to tell you about another experience on my way back 
home. I’ve already mentioned that it was very quiet and lonely by 
thar time. Noc a soul could be seen on the streers. But I was sure 
that someone had been following me. I was not in the least curious 
to turn around and look. I was lost so much in myself that I had 
dismissed the matter from my mind. Who bothered if there was 
someone behind! 

As I was swimming over the sofa set, all my weight came back 
all of a sudden. There was a thumping in my chest. I had been 
staring like an idiot. It was no illusion; believe me, she was standing 
just beyond the door screen of my living room. 

There was a pair of brown-coloured sandals on her fair feet. 
She wore a light crimson sari above that. Not just my eyes, all my 
limbs seemed co say that I knew her. This was the mistress of char 
red-coloured building. My God! Whar would I do if she pushed 
the door screen aside and entered the room? 

I’ve no hesitation in celling you that I had never seen a woman 
as beautiful as she. She could shock and awe, bewilder, and leave 
someone dead still by her beauty. She was not beautiful in the 
ordinary sense of the word. There was something echereal and 
unique about her. I had seen her only for a moment. That was 
enough. More of it and I would have surely gone up in flames. 

I was reminded of her throughout the day like flashes of 
lightning. But ic didn’c agitate me in the least. I didn’t even feel 
attracted to go and see her again. 

I was thinking that this must be that enchancress who can 
bewilder gods and demons alike. She might give nectar to someone 
and thereby bless him with eternal youth. She might also make 
someone taste che necrar and sever his head from che neck. This 


¢ । 239 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


was indeed the primordial shape of woman, the enchantress —who 
charms and bewilders. 

I had nor thought about her even once while I sat on the 
cement bench on the bank of the pond. It was indeed strange that 
Ihad no reactions and I didn’t suffer any pangs. Wasn't it unnatural 
ina way? 

The area just above her ankles was exposed. I was stunned to 
see that pair of feet and the light crimson sari without any border. 

The figure melted into thin air even as I looked at her. I would 
like to say here with all the emphasis at my command that the pair 
of feet had neither retreated nor moved from the place at all. They 
vanished from the place just as smoke vanishes into the air. Believe 
me, I stared hard at her. I was fully conscious of the surroundings. 
Isaw that figure and the vanishing act even as I was completely in 
command of my senses. 

Ihad turned into a statue. I didn’t have the nerve to rise from 
my seat and look beyond the door screen. I was only breathing 
heavily. The chest was thumping. 

I regained my composure after a while and thought to myself 
that it must have been an illusion. Why should she come and stand 
before my door whoever she might be! She could have easily walked 
in through the open door even if she had some purpose in coming 
to me. Why didn’t she do that? 

But I was not willing to admit that what seemed to be so clear 
to me could be an illusion. I had seen correctly and recognized her 
correctly. Why should I accept it as an illusion in that case? That’s 
fine. But how could it vanish all of a sudden if it was not an illusion? 
I had been staring at her. She became hazy gradually and then 
disappeared altogether. What was that? Only an illusion came and 
vanished ina moment like a dream. 

I stood up and moved about for a while. But I was not going 
towards the door. Finally, I mustered enough courage to go to the 
door and lifted the door screen to a side. Of course, not a soul was 
around. 
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I could not decide what to do in the circumstances. Should I 
go to her house so late in the evening to ask why she had come to 
my place? But if she had not actually come ...! I would look 
extremely stupid in that case! 

The contrary thought crossed my mind again. How could I 
say positively that she had not indeed come? Perhaps she had come 
to tell me something. She retraced her steps as she might not have 
wanted to disturb me at such a late hour. That feeling that she 
became faint gradually and vanished might be an illusion. 

I could not imagine what kind of work she might have had 
with me. Who was she? Since when had she been staying in that 
house? Whar did she do? Was there anyone else in her house or 
not? I had no idea about any of these things. 

And yet, I was greatly persuaded to believe that she had visited 
meat thar odd hour as she had some work with me. I might have seen 
her only once earlier as she was not ordinarily visible. But I moved 
about on the streets often. She might have seen mea number of times 
if she had wanted to do so. I might have looked a trustworthy person 
to her. There might not be any one else at her home and she might 
have come personally for some urgent help. 

I had perhaps not been able to think of anything else till 1 
discovered myself in front of that red house. I found that the gate 
had been left ajar. She had perhaps forgotten to lock it and was 
perhaps waiting for me. 

I was hesitant to enter. It was extremely discourteous to walk 
into someone’s house at this late hour without being invited to do 
so. I felt terribly weak. I thought I was going to be ill. I felt a shiver 
running up my feet till my neck. I was ashamed of my own conduct 
and retraced my feet back to the street. 

A bout of nausea overtook me there and I became light again as 
before. I opened the gates and swam till her front door as ifina dream. 
I was no longer in my senses. The door to the living room was wide 
open. I could know thar she had been waiting for me. But why? 
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I was not only light in the body. The lightness had spread into 
the mind and my whole being. As a result, I can recall that I had no 
reservations of any kind. I was feeling light inside and outside. It 
could be said thar I was in some sort of an elated trance. 

Hence, I was not surprised on seeing her before me. Neither 
was I amazed nor scared. It seemed quite natural for her to appear 
before me. 

I kept staring at her unabashedly. You know that I would not 
do such a thing ordinarily. But I was somewhat beyond control at 
that time. I conducted myself like a stupid idiot. 

She looked ethereal in the dim light. But her appearance was 
hazy. It seemed thar even the electric light was listlessly reflecting 
the light of the world of dreams. I was able to see her bewitching 
features. But there was no expression on her face. 

I do not know what she must have thought of me seeing me 
stand before her at that late hour. She switched on a light finding 
that I had no reaction upon seeing her. 

Four tubelighes lit up immediately. My eyes dazzled. I lowered 
my eyes. When I looked up again, she was no longer there. 

How could she leave without saying anything? She could at 
least have sought an explanarion from me. She might have expressed 
her irritation or unhappiness. I would have definitely felc 
uncomfortable in such a situation if I were in a normal condition. 
But I had been hanging somewhere in berween a state of dream and 
consciousness. I didn’t have any reaction therefore. 

She returned from inside the house. 

I stared at her without batting an eyelid. She had changed her 
clothes in the meantime. My eyes were transfixed ro see her in a 
light crimson sari and the brown sandals. 

Did she go out in those clothes? Why did she want to go ourso 
late at night? Was she signalling that I should leave her house too? Was 
icall right for her toleave the house without knowing why I had visited 
her? Perhaps she wanted to come with me till my residence. 
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I was thinking of all these things. Buc I moved slowly to her 
sofa as if I was swimming towards it. I sat down. She too sat down 
on the front sofa and looked at me in a strange way. I felt that there 
wasa trace of a smile on her face. 

There was nothing I could do or say. I was only swimming 
like an enchanted fish in her unfathomable personality. 

Her eyes centred on my forehead as she stared at me. And she 
closed her eyes. Suddenly, there was an eerie silence everywhere. 
Everything around us seemed to solidify. My breathing became 
extremely faint. I felt as if I was being sucked into a vacuum. My 
eyelids closed too. 

I would nor say that I had lost my senses as I could still see 
certain things. I could hear a few sentences too. 

Icould only see an extremely beautiful woman rime and again. 
The shape manifested itself before me for a moment and vanished 
the next moment. Her features too kept changing like ripples on 
water. She looked like a daughter of the gods; an incomparable, 
smooth doll of glass. This woman could not be a human being. 
Was she the Omnipresent Devi Kumari? 

The words ‘Devi Kumari’ and ‘Kanya Kumari’ kept ringing 
around my ears. The exquisite beauty melted into che thin air as the 
moon vanishes into the clouds. I felt enchanted. My entire being 
seemed to be at peace. There was a feeling of contentment. 

When she appeared again before me, I found myself face to 
face with the intense attractions of womanhood. She was the 
enchantress. She looked exceptionally beautiful. I felt overwhelmed 
at the time. A shiver seemed to run down my spine. I felt hort and 
excited. The beauty overpowered me. It made me breathless. I felt 
numerous pin-pricks all over my body. I was thirsty and satiated at 
the same time. I’m noc able ro express my thoughts in words. I had 
a feeling thar it was all over for me. I kept staring at that irresistible 
shape wich all my limbs. I found myself drowning in che ultimare 
joy of creation. 
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I could not say how I floated out of that unfathomable depth 
or whether someone picked me up. It was like I was watching the 
scenes of a movie. I could see a stationary, huge mother figure amid 
different colours, shapes and sensations. It was as if Iwasa newborn 
baby on her palms. She was covering me up like the clouds. She was 
bent with the burden of fruits. She was bent with the burden of 
water. She was rearing me, fortifying me. She was Mother Earth, 
full of blessings; caring and compassion. She filled the earth with 
nests to rear her chicks. She aided the helpless chick to spread its 
wings. She stared when the chick took its first flight. Nectar rained 
from her eyes. 

Several terrible shapes were visible momentarily only to 
disappear soon after. A hideous shape came into view like a 
night without end. It ran towards me with its arms and mouth 
spread. The entire world could go inside its mouth. It was dark 
as the night, cold as death and unconquered like time. My limbs 
froze upon seeing that destructive shape. Perhaps I shrieked. I 
was not sure. 

My eyes opened. I tried to collect myself. I had still not regained 
my composure. She had been staring at me. My nerves seemed to 
have regained their strength. I wished her with folded hands. I had 
gradually turned into a normal human being. I had not wished her 
since arriving at her place. I could not say for how long I was in that 
state of semi-consciousness. But the feeling was still not over. As I 
wished her, I was reciting the Durga Gayatri to myself: “Om 
Katyayanai bid mahe kanyakumarim dhimahi tanno Durgah 
prachodayat.” 

I felt that she could see through my veins and arteries. She 
looked like Mahayogini Bhairabi to me ac the time. 

When she discovered that I had regained my composure, she 
said in an extremely natural manner, “You are looking ill. Let me 
see you off rill the gate.” 


244 | Stories fneredible 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The layers that seemed to have formed over my eyeballs seemed 
to have cleared away. Was everything that I had seen till now an 
illusion? As I made an effort to control myself and get up, she 
smiled silently at me as if she was answering the question raised in 
my thought. She looked bewitching at the time. 

She came near the gate to see me off and stood there. I turned 
around to wish her good night and returned towards my house. I 
was not in the least sure that I would be able to make it. 

I am firmly convinced that she is no human being. She is 
positively a yogini who has mastered the Aparajita mantra. She 
possesses supernatural powers. Otherwise, there was no reason why 
I should have had such an unusual experience. 

I know you. I am certain that you will laugh when you finish 
reading this letter. You will think I’ve let my imagination run wild 
and written some rubbish to you. Perhaps you would suggest that 
I should see a psychiatrist. 

That lady is no tantric. Burt it’s for sure that she knows she is 
exquisitely beautiful. She is beautiful enough to cause several 
accidents if she stood on the edge of a street. She must have enjoyed 
seeing someone of my age going ga ga over her. She must have been 
proud of herself. 

Of course, it’s another matter as to why she stays alone in that 
red coloured building. You must think that it’s not within my 
powers to know what she does and what she doesn’t do. For 
example, in my position, you would have asked her name. You 
would have wanted to know when she came to that area, from 
where she came and what she did for a living. You would have gone 
a few steps ahead and tried to be intimate with her. 

I’ve been able to anticipate your moves. But, without seeing 
her from close quarters, you cannot predict your reactions now. 
I’m waiting for your arrival. 

There is no exaggeration in whatever I’ve written. You will 
admit that I’ve learnt a little bit in your company. I’m very careful 


Sceories Dneredible | 245 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


and conscious. I also agree to accept the entire thing as some kind 
of a psychological disorder. But another mysterious aspect of the 
affair compels me to look at things from a different viewpoint. 

Ido not know what’s going to happen when the dawn breaks. 
I’ve been caughtc like a fly in a spider’s web. It’s not easy to be free 
once you get caught. I’ve no idea whether she will help me to go on 
my chosen path or distract me. I now believe thar she is an extremely 
powerful tantric. 

You conclude that I’ve fallen in love with che enchantress, 
isn’c it so? You must be happy that this fastidious conservative 
Brahmin has learnt a good lesson in life! That’s all right. I swear I 
would neither look in that direction nor go that way again. If you’re 
right, it shouldn’c take long ro get over the infatuation. 

Burt I know that she will make me as light as air and suck my 
vitals dry. I will again discover myself at her door without being 
able to do anything about it. 

I have lost my faith in myself. Therefore, I’m constantly 
chanting mantras. I’ll try to sleep after I drop this letter in the post 
box. I don’t know what’s going to happen! Couldn’t you return 
somewhat early? Aren’t you excited about seeing her once? 


Bye. 
Yours sincerely, 
Jogesh 
Address: Aniruddha Dakua, 717, New Colony, Indore. 


© 
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and conscious. I also agree to accept the entire thing as some kind 
of a psychological disorder. But another mysterious aspect of the 
affair compels me to look at things from a different viewpoint. 

Ido not know whavr’s going to happen when the dawn breaks. 
I’ve been caught like a fly in a spider’s web. It’s not easy to be free 
once you ger caught. I’ve no idea whether she will help me to go on 
my chosen path or distract me. I now believe chat she is an extremely 
powerful tantric. 

You conclude that I’ve fallen in love with the enchantress, 
isn’t it so? You must be happy that this fastidious conservative 
Brahmin has learnt a good lesson in life! Thar’s all right. I swear I 
would neither look in that direction nor go that way again. If you’re 
righ, it shouldn’t take long to get over the infatuation. 

But I know that she will make me as light as air and suck my 
vitals dry. I will again discover myself at her door without being 
able to do anything about it. 

I have lost my faith in myself. Therefore, I’m constantly 
chanting mantras. I'l! try to sleep after I drop this letter in the post 
box. I don’t know what’s going to happen! Couldn’t you return 
somewhat early? Aren’t you excited about seeing her once? 

Bye. 


Yours sincerely, 


Jogesh 
Address: Aniruddha Dakua, 717, New Colony, Indore. 
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Chandrasekhar Rath, poet, artist, architect, short story writer, novelist, 
essayist, orator, expert in the Shastras and Vedas, modem day sage and 
litterateur is a luminary in Odia prose literature today. His language is 
and pure, his utterance is marked by faultless clarity, his ideas are imbued wi 
originality, his experience is both deep and sensitive. { 


Shri Rath has won many special accolades. This great artist! is famous for 

both his prolixity and depth. His voice resounds in the horizon of creativity and 

_ One experiences the eternal touch in his works. He enlightens the reader 
with the expression of his consciousness. 


Winner of many awards, having achieved many honours for Odiya 
literature, Chandrasekhar Rath is a larger than life personality. He! is 
has forayed into and established himself in every aspect of literature 
today. 
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